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Abstract
Using cultural studies and critical discourse analysis as guiding theories, this 
study focuses on the literary representation of school experience by analyzing 
popular children’s literature. The study focuses on literature appealing to the 8 -  12 
year-old audience. Books of primary examination include L.M. Montgomery’s 
Anne o f  Green Gables series, Barbara Park’s Junie B. Jones series, Beverly 
Cleary’s Ramona Quimby books, Dav Pilkey’s Captain Underpants series, J.K. 
Rowling’s Harry Potter series, Andrew Clemenet’s Frindle, C.S. Lewis’s 
Chronicles ofNarnia series, Eoin Colfer’s Artemis Fowl books, Betty McDonald’s 
Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle books, and Walter Dean Meyer’s Monster.
The general trends found are:
1. Books featuring female protagonists are often concerned with relationships. 
The protagonists are frustrated that the roles and expectations of school do 
not allow space for discussing relationships or personal information.
2. Books featuring male protagonists generally focus on themes of power 
structures and how the students use subversive methods to assert their values 
in spite of the dominant administrative authority.
3. When books feature children who are working on character or ethical 
development, those children are often removed from the school context and 
placed in a more fantastical context.
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4. The literature surveyed implies that students value unrealistically committed 
teachers with no interests outside of the children, who can make lessons 
clear, relevant, and interactive.
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C h a pt e r  1 
Intr o d u c t io n
1.1 S ta tem en t of th e  Problem
While m u ch  is stud ied  an d  d iscu ssed  ab o u t th e  n a tu re  of 
school from educational a n d  anthropological perspectives, the  lack  
of soph istication  in ch ildren  m ak es it difficult to include them  in a  
stu d y  of the ir school environm ent.
U sing a  literary  ap p ro ach  to exam ine th e  con text of school 
allows u s  a  m ethod  of exam ining asp ec ts  of the  school env ironm ent 
from a  ch ild ’s perspective. If tex ts a re  carefully chosen , tak ing  into 
consideration  popu larity  th ro u g h  q u an tity  or popu larity  over tim e of 
the  titles an d  tak ing  into consideration  the close proxim ity of 
a u th o r /n a r ra to r  to reader, th en  a  close tex tua l ana lysis can  yield 
insigh t in to  w ha t school looks like from a  ch ild ’s po in t of view. How 
do s tu d e n ts  view au th o rity  an d  th e  behavioral requ irem en ts of 
school? W hat k ind  of re la tionsh ip  do they expect a n d  find w ith 
ad u lts  in  school? W hat types of in s tru c tio n  are  effective from  a 
ch ild ’s perspective? W hat does a  “good” teach er look like from  a 
ch ild ’s view? W hat can  school teach  effectively? W hat can  it no t 
teach  effectively?
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21.2 B ackground  of the  Problem
The cu ltu re  of school is n o t the  sam e as  cu ltu re  in  school. 
W ithin school w alls, a  d is tin c t se t of n o rm s prevails. B ehaviors an d  
a ttitu d e s  are  expected th a t  m ay n o t be in harm ony  w ith  th e  cu ltu ra l 
elem ents a  s tu d e n t is u sed  to following ou tside  of school.
W ith w hite, A m erican, m iddle-class children , th is  conflict is 
no t a s  ap p a ren t b ecau se  the ir cu ltu re  is m ore closely aligned w ith 
accepting  school cu ltu re  a s  valid. B u t all ch ildren  orig inate in a  
location o th er th a n  school. In general, ch ildren  do no grow u p  in a  
school. School is no t the ir p rim ary  residence. They partic ip a te  in  a  
social co n s tru c t th a t  is different th a n  how school w orks. For 
exam ple, m ost families do n o t a sk  th e ir ch ildren  to s it a t  d esk s an d  
ra ise  th e ir h a n d s  to speak . C hildren a t  hom e do n o t spend  a  
m ajority  of th e ir tim e engaged in  typical school behavior su ch  as  
sea t work; they  do no t ea t in  a  cafeteria; an d  they do n o t have the  
organizational behaviors of school. In o ther w ords, a  child lea rns 
how to behave ou tside of school first. W hen the  child  en te rs  school, 
he or she h a s  to learn  a  different se t of behaviors th a t  a re  exclusive 
to the school context while m ain ta in ing  knowledge of out-of-school 
behavior. To be successfu l in  school, a  child m u s t know  how to
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
negotiate a t  lea s t two cu ltu re s  (home cu ltu re  an d  school culture) 
successfu lly  before th e ir academ ic ability  can  come into  play 
effectively. A s tu d e n t m ight be intelligent, b u t if he is u n ab le  or 
unw illing to a d a p t h is behavior to accep tab le  school no rm s, then , 
typically, little learn ing  tak es  place.
By being aw are of the  cu ltu ra l negotiations an d  difficulties of 
being a  s tu d en t, the  teach e r can  be self-reflective an d  a  critical 
th in ker who crea tes m eaningful re la tio n sh ip s an d  seeks to engage 
s tu d e n ts  in  significant learn ing  activities.
1.3 Im portance of S tudy
In research ing  different educational m odels an d  cu ltu ra l 
app roaches to education , I found m yself ask ing  m ore an d  m ore 
fu n d am en ta l q u estion s ab o u t w ha t school is, how it w orks, and , 
especially, w ha t ch ildren  m ight th in k  ab o u t going in to  th e  school 
se tting  every day.
While it is p e rh ap s  too easy  to com plain  ab o u t school an d  to 
su sp ec t th a t  a  different educational m odel w ould be preferable to the  
system  th a t  we have now, the  fact is th a t  we do have a  system  in 
place, an d  th a t  system  w ould be very difficult to com pletely redesign 
on a  global scale. All system s are  flawed in practice , a n d  so
3
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u n d e rs tan d in g  the  cu rre n t sy s tem ’s advantages, d isadvan tages, an d  
elem ents is m ore u sefu l on a  p rac tica l level th a n  co n stru c tin g  a  
U topian alternative.
The stu d y  of education  often focuses on the behavior of the 
teacher, th e  behavior of the  s tu d e n ts , a s se ssm en t tools an d  
outcom es, b u t n o t a s  often on how th e  s tu d e n ts  perceive th e ir 
cu ltu ra l setting , how th e ir expecta tions differ from w ha t they 
encoun ter, an d  w h a t th e ir m ethods of coping w ith th is  d iscrepancy  
are. While o u r literary  ana ly sis will n o t provide conclusive d a ta , it 
will ap p ro ach  q uestions from a  different perspective th a n  a  
q uan tita tive  survey would. L iterary study , applied to a  specific 
cu ltu ra l group, can  offer in sigh ts an d  po in ts of m ed ita tion  th a t  open 
u p  fru itfu l lines of fu rth e r inquiry.
1.4 Purpose of S tudy
This stu d y  seeks to apply  literary  criticism  to ch ild ren ’s 
lite ra tu re  in o rder to exam ine w h a t ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re  says ab o u t 
school. A close read ing  of tex ts reveals elem ents th a t  a re  often 
throw n into relief an d  are  therefore easily seen  an d  applied  b ack  to 
the real con text of school. Since lite ra tu re  can  only reflect a  portion  
of reality  a t  a  tim e, an d  especially w ith the  qualities of sim plicity an d
4
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often length  in ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re , th rea d s  an d  th em es are  pulled 
to ex trem es th a t  m ake educational issu es  ap p a ren t w hen they  m ight 
o therw ise have been tangled  in w ith  o th er elem ents an d  issu es , an d  
n o t so readily recognized.
This s tu d y  does n o t a tte m p t to arrive a t  prescrip tive 
conclusions ab o u t how schools sh o u ld  be ru n  or w h a t education  
shou ld  look like. R ather, it is a  descriptive app roach  to investigating  
w ha t the  lite ra tu re  th a t  ch ild ren  read  says ab o u t school.
1.5 R esearch  Q uestions .
1. In ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re , how do s tu d e n ts  view au th o rity  
an d  behavioral requ irem en ts of school?
2. In ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re , w h a t k inds of re la tio n sh ip s do 
ch ildren  expect an d  find w ith  ad u lts  in  school?
3. W hat does a  “good” teach e r look like in  ch ild ren ’s 
lite ra tu re?
4. From  the  perspective of ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re , w h a t is 
school good a t  teach ing?
5
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1.6 A ssum ptions of the  S tudy
The foundational assu m p tio n  of th is  stu d y  is th a t  fiction can  
provide in sigh t in to  the  real world. My app roach  will be to ne ith e r 
take the  stories a s  a  “m irror of reality” no r to d ism iss them  because  
they are  “m ade u p .” R ather, I will look for reoccurring  issu es  th a t  
seem  to po in t to issu es  in real life. I will th en  d iscu ss  th ese  com m on 
them es in the  context of research  an d  p ractical experience w ith 
education .
1.7 D elim itations of the  S tudy
This s tu d y  involves a  wide read ing  of ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re  
prim arily  in the  age range of 8 - 12-year-old readers. P icture books 
an d  p re-ch ap te r books do n o t deal w ith school a s  often, sim ply 
because  they  are  aim ed a t  ch ild ren  who are  younger th a n  school age 
range. Books in the  8-12 category are  longer an d  m ore in dep th . 
Since ch ild ren  in th is  age range spend  m u ch  of th e ir tim e in school, 
a  wide variety  of books includes school in th e  su b jec t or se tting  of 
the story.
From  a  general read ing  of approxim ately  150 books th a t  in 
som e way ad d ressed  th e  re search  q u estion s, titles a n d  series were 
narrow ed dow n based  on how widely read  they  were, th e ir literary
6
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m erit, an d  how directly they  provided in sigh t into th e  research  
questions. Of those , n o t all books in a  series will be directly 
ad d ressed  in the  analysis , tho ug h  they  will add  to the  d iscu ssion  
w hen we ap p ro ach  a  series a s  a  whole. While exam ples from only a  
few books will be u sed , the  general a ttitu d e s  an d  values of the  series 
as  a  whole will be charac terized  th ro u g h  them .
B ecause th is  is an  in terd iscip linary  approach , several w riting 
styles a re  options. In th e  end, I chose to u se  MLA conventions 
sim ply because  of th e  style of w riting ab o u t lite ra tu re  in th e  p resen t 
tense. For m e, a ttem p ting  literary  ana lysis in  a  style th a t  advocates 
the u se  of p a s t- ten se  language w hen dealing w ith a  close tex tua l 
read ing  w as too aw kw ard. W ith in -tex t c ita tions, any  of th e  styles 
w ould have w orked, b u t I chose to u se  MLA th ro u g h o u t for 
consistency.
1.8 L im itations of the  S tudy
One of th e  difficulties of th is  s tu d y  is lim iting th e  n u m b er of 
tex ts to a  m anageab le quan tity . While m any  m ore tex ts could have 
been included , eventually  the  m ass  becom es unwieldy. Well over 
100 books were considered  for th is  s tudy , so the tex ts h ad  to be 
narrow ed down according to several specifications. Books th a t  were
7
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m ore widely read  (th a t is h ad  sold m illions of copies), were 
advertised  in book sto res an d  libraries, were talked  ab o u t by 
children  in th e  com m unity , were acknow ledged in  the  w ider cu ltu ra l 
a rea  su ch  a s  in new spapers, etc., were given m ore careful 
consideration . For exam ple, while Captain Underpants seem s a  b it 
rough on its  literary  surface, it sp eak s to an  aud ience th a t  does no t 
traditionally  read  voluntarily . Pilkey’s books give in sig h t in to  a  
population  th a t  m ight n o t o therw ise have a  literary  voice.
Secondly, books of m ore literary  m erit were m ore likely to be 
used . Books su ch  a s  Frindle a n d  Ramona the Brave have aw ard- 
w inning au th o rs . Some books su ch  as  Anne of Green Gables, the 
Ramona books, Understood Betsy, an d  Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle a re  still 
a ro u n d  after fifty to a  h u n d red  years. C.S. Lewis’ books ab o u t 
N arnia are  widely read  c lassics, a n d  while J.K . Rowling’s w ork on 
the  Harry Potter series is som ething  of an  in s ta n t classic, it h a s  
enough of bo th  wide read ersh ip  a n d  academ ic a tten tio n  to m ake it 
essen tia l to include.
Thirdly, som e books were chosen  sim ply because  they  m ore 
directly ad d ressed  im p o rtan t po in ts ab o u t school or learn ing  
s itu a tio n s th a n  o th er books. The Junie B. series sp eak s to sim ilar 
issu es a s  Anne o f Green Gables. C leary’s Ramona books give
8
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con tinu ity  th ro u g h  tim e to a ttitu d e s  an d  issu es  th a t  a re  still p resen t 
th rough  several generations of readers. In the  an a ly sis  ab o u t 
alternative learn ing  s itu a tio n s  an d  environm ents, clearly there  is an  
ab u n d an ce  of books th a t  show  ch ild ren  in learn ing  s itu a tio n s  th a t  
do n o t involve school, especially in th e  fan tasy  genre. However, the  
books I chose, Artemis Fowl an d  The Lion, the Witch, and the 
Wardrobe, a re  widely read  an d  directly  ad d ress  ch ild ren  avoiding 
school to en te r an  alternative learn ing  situa tion .
Also, I did feel th a t  I w as able to find a  balance of books w ith 
bo th  female an d  m ale p ro tagon ists . It seem s th a t  gender affects how 
school is experienced, b u t th a t  there  still is a  “typical” w ay to 
app roach  school for bo th  girls an d  boys. While I h ad  n o t in tended  to 
focus specifically on gender issu es  due to the  scope of the  project, I 
did allow the  com m on them es to fall into n a tu ra l categories, w hich 
happened  to divide along gender lines.
I h ad  in tended  to u se  m ore m u lticu ltu ra l books in th is  s tu d y  
to give a  m ore rounded  view of how cu ltu ra l differences influence the  
school experience. However, I found th a t  for the m o st p a rt, books I 
reviewed w ith  m inority  p ro tagon ists did no t con ta in  effective stories 
ab o u t school. This phenom enon  seem ed to be b ecau se  m inority  
p ro tagon ists  were concerned  ab o u t issu es  of ethnicity , ab o u t
9
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surviving a s  a  m em ber of a  m inority  group or finding identity  as  a  
m em ber of a  m inority  group, an d  were less able to focus on the 
issu es of “fine tu n in g ” the  school experience. S tu d en ts  from  an  
ethn ic  m ajority  were m ore secu re  in th e  m ore fu n d am en ta l question  
of identity  in  th e  larger society. Even w hen they  w ere search in g  to 
find th e ir specific place in society, som e of the  issu es  of belonging, 
identity, a n d  self esteem  th a t  m inority  ch ild ren  w ere w restling  w ith 
did n o t com e into  play for m ajority  children.
The two m inority  books I did u se , Brother Hood an d  Monster 
are on a  ju n io r  h igh read ing  level, b u t for the  m ost p a rt, I tried  to 
keep w ith in  the  8 - 12-year-old category for the  sake of sim plicity.
The o ther books w ith a  m inority  p ro tagon ist are  Captain Underpants, 
w here George B eard  is African A m erican. N othing in the  books ever 
suggests an y  d istinction  in G eorge’s behavior from the  re s t of the 
school popu lation , nor is there  any  difference in how he is treated . 
Aside from the  illu stra tio n s, the  read er w ould be u n aw are  of 
George’s ethnicity , w hich c rea tes th e  dilem m a of know ing w hether 
he is ac tually  a  m inority  represen ta tive  or not. Not enough 
inform ation is p resen t to be able to ad d re ss  a n  e thn ic  ap p ro ach  
th ro u gh  George’s charac ter.
10
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This stu d y  is a  literary  ana lysis th a t  exam ines w h a t ch ild ren ’s 
lite ra tu re  says ab o u t school. C h ild ren ’s fiction in the  8 - 12-year-old 
range will be analyzed for com m on th em es ab o u t how ch ild ren  deal 
w ith re la tionsh ips in  school, how ch ildren  cope w ith au th o rity , w hat 
educational p rac tices are  seen  a s  effective, w ha t a  good teach er 
looks like from a  ch ild ’s po in t of view, an d  w hen school is or is n o t 
an  effective learn ing  environm ent.
1.9 Sum m ary
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12
C h a pt e r  2 
L ite r a tu r e  R eview
2.1 C u ltu ra l S tudies
The discipline of cu ltu ra l s tu d ie s  -  th e  e x a m in a tio n  o f a  
s u b je c t  m a t te r  in  te rm s  o f c u l tu r a l  p ra c t ic e s  a n d  th e ir  re la tio n  
to  p o w er -  h a s  recently  begun  to en te r th e  d iscourse  in the  field of 
education  (Rebecca Rogers; G aztam bide-F ernandez e t al.; Kincheloe 
an d  Steinberg; D im itriadis an d  C arlson; Giroux). As G iroux h a s  
pointed  out, cu ltu ra l s tu d ies  h a s  m u ch  to offer th e  critical educator: 
“C u ltu ra l s tu d ie s  offers a  theoretical te rra in  for re th ink ing  schooling 
a s  a  form of cu ltu ra l politics while a t  th e  sam e tim e providing a  
d iscourse  of in tervention  a n d  possibility” (201). G iroux goes on to 
en u m era te  th e  tools cu ltu ra l s tu d ie s  h a s  to offer education:
F irst, it offers the  b asis  for creating  new  form s of 
knowledge by m aking  language constitu tive of 
conditions for p roducing  m ean ing  as  a  p a r t of the  
know ledge/pow er re lationsh ip . [...] Second, by defining 
cu ltu re  as  a  con tested  te rra in , a  site of struggle an d  
transfo rm ation , cu ltu ra l s tu d ie s  offers critical ed u ca to rs  
th e  opportun ity  for going beyond cu ltu ra l an a ly ses th a t
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rom anticize everyday life or tak e  u p  cu ltu re  a s  m erely 
th e  reflex of th e  logic of dom ination. [...] C u ltu ra l 
s tu d ie s  d eco n s tru c ts  h isto rical knowledge a s  a  w ay of 
reclaim ing an  identity  for su b o rd in a te  groups. [...]
Third, cu ltu ra l s tu d ies  offers the  opportun ity  to re th in k  
the  re la tionsh ip  betw een the  issu e  of difference a s  it is 
co n stitu ted  w ith in  subjectiv ities an d  betw een social 
g roups. [...] Finally, cu ltu ra l s tu d ies  provides th e  b asis  
for u n d e rs tan d in g  pedagogy a s  a  form of cu ltu ra l 
p roduction  ra th e r  th a n  a s  the  tran sm iss io n  of a  
p a rticu la r skill, body of knowledge, or se t of values. 
(“R esisting” 201-202)
G iroux’s list po in ts u p  the  essen tia l ideas con ta ined  in 
cu ltu ra l stud ies. Its founda tions can  be found in Karl M arx’s 
econom ic w ritings w herein  he critiqued  capitalism . His basic th es is  
for h is  w orks con tended  th a t  the  m ean s of p roduction  (and th u s  
access to w ealth) were held  by th e  bourgeoisie. The pro le taria t, 
having no m ean s of production , h ad  to w ork for the  bourgeoisie, 
th u s  tu rn in g  labor into capital, a  com m odity th a t  could  be bough t 
an d  sold. No longer did a  person  w ork directly to fulfill p rim ary  
needs (growing h e r own food, sewing h is  own clo thes, bu ild ing  their
13
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own shelter); ra th e r, th e  person  w orked in exchange for cu rrency  in 
order to exchange it to fulfill h is /h e r  needs. T hus, th e  w orker 
becam e alienated  from h is labor, losing m u ch  of h is /h e r  iden tity  in 
the  process.
M arx is responsib le  for developing a  conception  of an d  
critiqu ing  the  ideology th a t  held  th e  cap ita lis t system  in place. 
C u ltu ra l s tu d ie s  grew from th is  root. As Storey w rites, “‘C u ltu re ’ in  
cu ltu ra l s tu d ies  is defined politically ra th e r  th a n  aesthe tica lly  [...] 
C u ltu ra l s tu d ie s  also regards cu ltu re  a s  political in  a  qu ite  specific 
sense  -  a s  a  te rra in  of conflict an d  co n testa tion ” (2). U ncovering 
ideology is often a  difficult u n dertak in g , a s  it h a s  becom e so m u ch  a 
p a r t of day-to-day life, a s  in the  old saying, “Fish will be the  la s t to 
discover w ate r.” Ideology is th e  social/po litica l w ater we swim 
th rough  w ithou t a  though t. As Hall h a s  p u t it,
It is precisely its  ‘sp o n tan e o u s’ quality, its  tran sp aren cy , 
its  ‘n a tu ra ln e s s ,’ its  re fu sal to be m ade to exam ine the  
p rem ises on w hich it is founded, its re sis tan ce  to 
change or to correction, its  effect of in s ta n t recognition, 
an d  the  closed circle in  w hich it m oves w hich m akes 
com m on sense, a t  one an d  th e  sam e tim e,
‘sp o n tan e o u s ,’ ideological an d  un co n sc io us. You can n o t
14
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learn , th ro u g h  com m on sense , how th in gs are: you can  
only discover w here they  fit in to  the  existing schem e of 
th ings. In th is  way, its  very tak en -fo r-g ran tedn ess is 
w ha t es tab lish es it a s  a  m edium  in w hich its  own 
p rem ises an d  p resu p po sition s are  being rendered  
invisible by its  ap p a ren t tran sp aren cy , (qtd. in  Hebdige 
“C u ltu re” 362-63)
As A lthusser h a s  fam ously p u t it, “ideology h a s  no h isto ry .” 
B runo LaTour a n d  Steve W oolgar explored th is  idea fu rth e r in th e ir 
book Laboratory Life w herein  they  explore a  theory  of knowledge 
con stru c tio n  in a  biology lab. They posit th a t  “scientific t ru th ” goes 
th ro u gh  five p h ases , s ta rtin g  a t  th e  level of speculative hypo thesis 
an d  advancing  (if no t aborted) to th e  realm  of u n s ta te d  assu m p tio n . 
The way you can  tell if an  idea h a s  reached  th e  top level of tru th , 
they argue, is w hen the  idea is a ssu m ed  in the  co n stru c tio n  of 
lower-level ideas. Gravity, for exam ple, is a  top-level tru th  (81-85).
W hen an  idea reaches th is  level, even its  h isto ry  s ta r ts  to 
d isappear. W hereas, du rin g  the  tim e th e  idea w as developing, it w as 
b u t one theory  in th e  fray w ith  o th er theories th a t  were seen  a s  m ore 
or less valid by th e  scientific com m unity , w hen it h a s  reached  the 
top s ta tu s  of tru th , its story  is co n stru c ted  a s  if th e  id ea ’s rise were
15
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inevitable, au tom atically  becom ing th e  m ain  ch arac te r, its  cu rren t 
tru th  s ta tu s  directing  the  w ay its story  is told (Latour a n d  W oogar 
87).
C u ltu ra l s tud ies, however, will take an  in s titu tio n  or a  
m ovem ent (B arthes)—the F rench  co u rt system ; Foucalt—in san e  
asy lum s (“M adness”), p riso n s (“P risons”) an d  sexuality  (“H istory”); or 
Hebdige (“S u b cu ltu re”)—the p u n k  m ovem ent—a n d  tre a t it a s  a  “tex t” 
w hich they  propose to read  closely an d  analyze because , “C u ltu ra l 
tex ts [...] do no t sim ply reflect h istory , they  m ake h isto ry  a n d  are  
p a r t of its p rocesses an d  p rac tices an d  shou ld , therefore, be stud ied  
for the  (ideological) w ork th a t  they  do, ra th e r  th a n  for the  
(ideological) w ork (always h appen ing  elsewhere) th a t  they  reflect” 
(Story 3).
To do th is, the  re sea rch e r will iden tity  the cu ltu ra l tex t’s 
“problem atic”:
A problem atic is th e  theoretical (and ideological) 
s tru c tu re , w hich bo th  fram es a n d  p roduces the 
reperto ire of criss-crossing  an d  com peting d isco u rses 
o u t of w hich a  tex t is m aterially  organized. The 
problem atic of a  tex t re la tes to its  m om ent of h isto rical 
existence a s  m u ch  by w h a t it excludes as  by w ha t it
16
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includes. T h a t is to say, it encourages a  tex t to answ er 
q uestions posed by itself, b u t a t  the sam e tim e it 
generates the  p roduction  of ‘deform ed’ an sw ers to the  
question  w hich it a tte m p ts  to exclude. T h u s a  
problem atic is s tru c tu red  a s  m uch  by w h a t is a b sen t 
(w hat is n o t said) a s  by w hat is p resen t (w hat is said). 
(Storey 30)
The cu ltu ra l tex t is considered  a  closed system  w here th e  text 
answ ers the  q u estion s it poses for itself, m u ch  like a  p ro p ag an d a  
leaflet, a  sitcom  plot, or a  television ad. The m an ifest tex t a sk s  a  
question  (W hat can  help me clear u p  my skin?) an d  th en , u sin g  the  
values it h a s  se t u p  explicitly or im plicitly (clear sk in  is desirable), it 
poses a n  answ er th a t  resolves the  problem  (Clear-o-Creme).
However, b en ea th  the  m an ifest tex t are  m any  assu m p tio n s  an d  
ideologies th a t  critical s tu d e n ts  try  to uncover (Why is c lear sk in  so 
desirab le? W hat h ap p en s to people w ho d o n ’t have clear skin?). The 
cu ltu ra l tex t will provide im plicit, or “deform ed” an sw ers to these  
questions. This p rocess is called read ing  a  tex t sym ptom atically:
To read  a  tex t sym ptom atically  is to perform  a  double 
reading: read ing  first th e  m an ifest text, a n d  th en  
th ro u g h  the  lap ses an d  d isto rtions, silences an d
17
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
ab sen ces (the ‘sym ptom s’ of a  problem  struggling  to be 
posed) in th e  m an ifest text, to produce a n d  read  the  
la ten t text, th e  problem atic. (Storey 31)
The cu ltu ra l tex t we are  in terested  in  for th is  stu d y  is the  in stitu tio n  
of public education , especially, a s  o u r M arxist roots w ould suggest, 
the power s tru c tu re s  in h eren t in th e  in stitu tio n  a n d  how they  affect 
the people em broiled in the  system . B ecause, a s  G iroux p u ts  it, 
“W henever knowledge an d  pow er come together, politics n o t only 
functions to position people differently w ith  resp ec t to th e  access of 
w ealth  an d  power, it also  provides the  conditions for the  p roduction  
an d  acqu isition  of learn ing” (199).
Hebdige gives th is  exam ple of the  invisible ideology an d  
in h eren t power s tru c tu re :
Most m odern  in s ta te s  of education , desp ite th e  ap p a ren t 
n eu tra lity  of the  m ate ria ls  from w hich they  are  
co n stru c ted  (red brick , w hite tile, etc.) carry  w ithin  
them selves im plicit ideological a ssu m p tio n s  w hich are  
literally s tru c tu re d  into the  a rch itec tu re  itself. The 
categorization of knowledge into  a r ts  a n d  sciences is 
reproduced  in th e  facu lty  system  w hich h o u ses  different 
d iscip lines in  different bu ildings, an d  m ost colleges
18
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m ain ta in  the  trad itiona l divisions by devoting a  sep ara te  
floor to each  sub ject. Moreover, the  h ierarch ical 
re la tionsh ip  betw een teach e r an d  ta u g h t is in scribed  in 
the  very lay-ou t of the  lec tu re th ea tre , w here the  seating  
a rran g em en ts  -  b en ches rising  in tiers before a  ra ised  
lectern  -  d ic ta te  th e  flow of inform ation an d  serve to 
na tu ra lize  professorial au tho rity . T hus, a  whole range of 
decisions ab o u t w ha t is an d  w ha t is n o t possible w ithin  
education  have been m ade, however unconsciously , 
before th e  co n ten t of individual cou rses is even decided. 
(“C u ltu re” 363)
O ur inquiry, however, will be less d irect th a n  w h a t Hebdige 
h a s  done. R ather th a n  co n s tru c t a  critique, th is  s tu d y  will delineate 
w ha t p o pu lar ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re  does to problem atize an d  
sym ptom atically  read  the  cu ltu ra l tex t of school; how it uncovers the  
invisible ideology an d  reveals th e  “d isto rted” answ ers it gives to the 
questions it avoids; nam ely, w hat does the  power s tru c tu re  of school 
do to the  h u m a n s  involved w ith  it?
S tud ies of th is  n a tu re  have been  done before. Ja n ice  Radway 
an d  T an ia  M odleski bo th  b ro u gh t a  sym ptom atic read ing  to the 
rom ance novel genre an d  w h a t it sa id  ab o u t the  ideology of love an d
19
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re la tionsh ips in su b u rb a n  America, argu ing  th a t  w om en “partia lly  
reclaim  the  p a tria rch a l form of the  rom ance for th e ir own u se ” 
(Modleski 184). Tony B ennett an d  J a n e t  W oolacot analyzed the 
Ja m e s  Bond novels an d  movies, show ing th a t  “B ond’s popularity  
resu lted  from h is ability to a r ticu la te  -  to connect a n d  to express -  a  
series of cu ltu ra l an d  political co n cern s” (Storey 36). And Pierre 
M acherey problem atized F rench  im perialism  th ro u g h  Ju le s  V erne’s 
novels, su ch  a s  20,000 Leagues Under the Sea an d  Journey to the 
Center o f the Earth, w here th e  in trep id  explorers perform  g rea t feats 
of m echan ica l ingenuity  an d  courage in o rder to gain access to a  far- 
off or inaccessib le place, only to discover th a t  people are  already  
there.
T hus, the  books them selves will be read  as  w orks of cu ltu ra l 
critique. This s tu d y  will a tte m p t to show  w h a t concerns the  selected 
w orks of ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re  th e  m o st ab o u t the  ideology an d  
s tru c tu re  of public education .
M any critiques of p o pu lar cu ltu re  argue th a t  th e  re la tionsh ip  
betw een a  person  an d  h is or h e r television or p o pu lar book is 
consum er oriented  (Medved “Hollywood vs. Am erica,” an d  “Saving 
Childhood”). The v iew er/reader is a  receptacle for the  ideas an d
20
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pro n ou n cem en ts of the  m edium , accepting  it all indiscrim inately . 
Lawrence G rossberg, however, argues,
We have to acknow ledge th a t, for the m o st p a rt, the  
re la tionsh ip  betw een th e  aud ience an d  p o p u la r tex ts is 
an  active an d  productive one. The m ean ing  of a  tex t is 
n o t given in som e independently  available se t of codes 
w hich we can  co n su lt a t  o u r own convenience. A text 
does n o t carry  its  own m ean ing  or politics a lready  inside 
of itself; no tex t is able to g u aran tee  w h a t its  effects will 
be. People are  con stan tly  struggling, n o t m erely to figure 
o u t w ha t a  tex t m eans, b u t to m ake it m ean  som ething  
th a t  connects to th e ir own lives, experiences, needs an d  
desires. The sam e tex t will m ean  different th in gs to 
different people, depend ing  on how it is in terp re ted . And 
different people have different in terpretive resou rces, 
ju s t  a s  they have different needs. (52-53)
This difference in  in te rp re ta tio n  is the  prem ise Radway an d  
M odelski proceed on in the ir an a ly ses of rom ance novels, a n d  Ryan 
an d  W oolacott in  th e ir ap p ro ach  to Ja m e s  Bond m ovies an d  books: 
“The fictional tex t challenges ideology by u s in g  it, m aking  it visible 
an d  therefore available to ana lysis a n d  co n testa tion ” (Storey 34).
21
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2.2 Fairy Tales
A lthough there  is m u ch  sch o larsh ip  argu ing  th a t  fairy ta les 
are  m ainly u sed  a s  civilizing in fluences on ch ildren  (Tatar; MacLeod; 
Luecke), som e scho lars (Bettleheim; Gott; Zipes) have done m u ch  
w ork in th e  realm  of fairy ta les, tell u s  th a t  th e  ta les have been  u sed  
as  bo th  vehicles to p ass  on ideology an d  a s  vehicles for subversive 
though t, especially  a s  the  Second W orld W ar w as ending. As Zipes 
explains,
Since the  1950s, “the  fan tastic  in  fairy ta les for ch ild ren  
h a s  been forced to tak e  the  offensive, an d  th is  s itu a tio n  
h a s  n o t a risen  b ecau se  the  fan tastic  is a ssu m in g  a  m ore 
liberating  role b u t b ecau se  it is in  the th ro es of a  last- 
d itch  battle  ag a in s t w ha t m any  w riters have described  
a s  technologically in s tru m e n ta l an d  m an ipu lative forces 
w hich operate largely for com m ercial in te re s ts  an d  c a s t 
a  ‘to ta lita rian ” loom over society by m ak ing  people feel 
help less an d  ineffectual in  th e ir a ttem p ts  to reform  an d  
determ ine th e ir own lives [...] yet it is n o t m erely the  
survival of good w hich is reflected in con tem porary  fairy 
ta les b u t the  fan tastic  projection of possibilities for n o n ­
alienating  living conditions. (171-72)
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Magic, a  stap le  in fairy ta les, is n o t a  tool of deception, b u t 
ra th e r, an  enlightener:
The very ac t of read ing  a  fairy tale  is an  u n ca n n y  
experience in  th a t  it sep ara tes  th e  read er from  the  
restric tion s of reality  from  the  o n se t an d  m akes the  
rep ressed  un fam ilia r fam iliar once again. [...] O nce we 
begin listen ing  to or read ing  a  fairy tale, th ere  is 
e s trang em en t or sep ara tio n  from a  fam iliar w orld 
inducing  an  u n ca n n y  feeling w hich is bo th  frightening 
an d  com forting. (Zipes 174)
Magic, or its con tem porary  ava tar, wildly im probable 
technology, is the  tool frequently  u sed  by ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re  to 
uncover ideology an d  expose the  h idden  m ach ines a t  w ork in 
everyday life. However, som etim es even th e  ideology of fairy ta les 
needs to be exposed w hen it is too m u ch  a  p a rt of a  system  th a t  is 
becom ing oppressive. For exam ple, the  M erryside W om en’s 
Liberation M ovem ent in Liverpool, England, p u b lished  fairy ta les to 
co u n te r trad itio n a l values su ch  as
acquisitive aggression in m en an d  du tifu l n u rtu rin g  of 
th is  aggression  by w om en. They argued  th a t  ‘fairy ta les 
are  political. They help  to form ch ild ren ’s values an d
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teach  them  to accep t o u r society an d  th e ir roles in it. 
C en tral to th is  society is th e  assu m p tio n  th a t  
dom ination  an d  subm ission  are  the  n a tu ra l  b as is  of all 
o u r re la tio n sh ip s .’ (Zipes, 180)
The m em bers of the  M eriyside M ovem ent fash ioned  th e ir own 
versions of the  fairy ta les in o rder to expose p a tria rch a l an d  
in d u s tria l ideology. They w rote, for exam ple, a  version of Red Riding 
Hood w here the  in trep id  girl slays the  wolf herself an d , arm ed  w ith 
confidence, a  knife, an d  a  wolf pelt lining in her rid ing hood, 
v en tu res deeper in to  the  forest.
Sim ilarly, Sylvie Selig w rote a  book entitled  Of Cannons and 
Caterpillars ab o u t a  kingdom  con stan tly  a t  w ar. The queen , the  
young p rinces, an d  the  widows an d  o rp h an s  of the  w ar live in  a  
bulletproof skyscraper. The queen  teach es h er d au g h te r an d  o ther 
w om en ab o u t th e  n a tu ra l w orld (which h a s  been ob litera ted  by the  
war) th ro u gh  the  draw ings an d  descrip tions she m ak es in  a  book. 
They leave the  skyscraper fo rtress w hen an o th er w ar com es along, 
app rop ria te  a  d isu sed  castle  an d  recreate  the  world th e  Q ueen h ad  
revealed in h e r book.
We can  also  see th a t  th e  book itself often serves a s  a  m etap ho r 
for escap ing  from the “real w orld” into  a  fan tasy  w orld w here the
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m ain  ch a rac te r is able to confront problem s in the  “real w orld” 
m etaphorically  (C. S. Lewis; Ende; Funke). So it seem s th a t  
ch ild ren ’s books are  a t  least sublim inally  aw are of th e ir position  as  
ideology revealers an d  loci of change.
2.3 Sacred  an d  Secret S tories
S tu d en ts  often struggle w ith  placing their experience w ithin  
the m as te r narra tive  of ed ucation  an d  the  school. J e a n  C landinin  
an d  F. M ichael Connely hypothesize th a t  teach ers  a re  very aw are of 
the “sacred  sto ry ,” or in o th er w ords, the  se t of expecta tions im posed 
upon  them  from research , academ ics, school boards, a n d  the  
general trad itio n  of education . However, w h a t the  teach e rs  live from 
day to day frequently  deviates from the  sacred  story. T hese 
experiences are  w hat C land inin  an d  Connely call “secre t sto ries”:
C lassroom s are, for the  m o st p art, safe p laces, generally 
free from scru tiny , w here teach e rs  are  free to live sto ries 
of practice. These lived stories a re  essen tially  secret 
ones. F u rtherm ore , w hen  th ese  secret lived sto ries are  
told, they  are, for th e  m o st p a rt, told to o th er teach e rs  in 
o th er secret places. (25)
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I w ould hypothesize th a t  som eth ing  very sim ilar goes on 
betw een children , trying to m ake sen se  of school. However, they 
often d o n ’t have the  luxury  of enjoying th e  classroom  a s  a  “safe 
place, generally  free from sc ru tin y .” Being scru tin ized  is frequently  
w ha t school is all abou t. T h u s the  ch ild ren  in tu it th e  existence of 
the “sacred  story” w hich they  perceive a s  being co n s tru c ted  by the  
teach ers  an d  p rincipals of th e ir schools. In order to in te ra c t w ith the  
sacred  story, they  co n s tru c t a  cache of “secret sto ries.” T hese are  the  
stories they tell am ongst them selves, th ro u gh  rhym es (Opie 3), p lay­
acting, p ic tu res, an d  narra tives.
Telling th ese  stories, m ean t for so in su la r a n  aud ience, is 
often problem atic, however. T eachers, for exam ple, can  tell th e ir 
secret stories to o ther, sym pathetic  teach ers, b u t they  have to 
change them  for superv isors, p a ren ts , etc., because  the  te a c h e rs ’ 
experiences c o n tra s t w ith  the  sacred  story  enough for th em  to feel 
vu lnerable in the  telling:
W hen teach e rs  move o u t of th e ir c lassroom s in to  the  
out-of-classroom  place on th e  landscape , they  often live 
an d  tell cover stories, sto ries in w hich they  po rtray  
them selves as  experts, ce rta in  ch a rac te rs  w hose teach er 
sto ries fit w ith in  the  accep tab le  range of th e  sto ry  of
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school being lived in th e  school. Cover sto ries enable 
teach ers  w hose teach e r sto ries a re  m arginalized  by 
w hatever the  cu rre n t story  of school is to co n tin u e  to 
p ractice an d  to su s ta in  th e ir teach er stories. (C landinin 
an d  Connely 25)
S tu d en ts  ru n  into the  sam e problem s. There is certa in ly  a  
difference betw een the  w ay a  s tu d e n t tells a  story su rro u n d in g  how 
he got a  b ad  grade to h is  p a re n ts  a n d  to h is  friends. To a  p aren t, 
h e ’ll probably  tell a  story  close to th e  sacred  story, giving th e  teach er 
power, an d  th en  explaining how the  teach er m isu sed  h is  power or 
m isu n d ersto od  th e  s tu d e n t’s a ttem p ts  a t  scho larsh ip , th u s  creating  
a  cover story. However, to h is  friends, the  s tu d e n t m ight tak e  a  
different ap p ro ach , explaining how he w as able to perform  
subversive ac ts  th ro u gh  the  w ay a  p aper w as w ritten , or by tak ing  
liberties w ith  a  biology textbook—th u s  telling a  secre t story. He can  
do th is  b ecau se  it is w ith in  the  circle of friends w here th e  child  is 
able to find the  “safe,” “scru tiny-free” place to tell sto ries tru e r  to h is 
experience.
In m y experience w ith m y own ch ild ren  an d  o th er people’s 
children , I have found th a t  it is fru s tra tin g  to get th em  to ta lk  ab o u t 
their experience in  a  soph istica ted  way. My efforts to d raw  them  o u t
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to m ake a b s tra c t com m entary  on the ir experience is often fru itless. 
Piaget says th a t  u n til age 11, ch ild ren  u su a lly  do n ’t  have strong  
ab strac tin g  capabilities. For exam ple, m y son  developed a  strong  
d is ta s te  for a  p a rticu la r family we lived near, especially  for one of the  
girls a  year younger th a n  he w as. W hen we tried  to get h im  to ta lk  
ab o u t it, he h ad  little to say. B u t one day, h is  feelings cam e th ro u gh  
eloquently w hen he b ro u gh t u s  a  p ic tu re  of a  little stick  girl w ith 
wavy lines arising  from h er h ead  an d  a  g rea t big circle a n d  s la sh  
th ro u gh  h e r body. The wavy lines were h e r “s tin k ,” accord ing  to my 
son. For the  nex t few w eeks, to w ork h is feelings ou t, he drew  o u t 
com plicated tra p s  designed to rid  h is  life of h is  annoyance.
Though h is p ic tu res certa in ly  w eren’t “nice,” they  were 
expressive. They u sed  an  ind irec t m ethod  of explaining feelings he 
could n o t deal w ith abstrac tly . The fact th a t  they w eren ’t  nice plays 
righ t into secret stories. He knew  th a t  he w as supposed  to be nice, 
b u t h is feelings were in  d irec t conflict w ith  th a t  sacred  story. So he 
developed h is  own secret story.
We will see th ese  sam e tac tics arising  in the books we analyze. 
Many of them  are often considered  to be in  poor ta s te  by p a re n ts  
an d  teachers. Often, they are  filled w ith  bath room  h u m o r an d  
borderline obscenities. T hese elem ents a re  typically th e  h a llm ark s
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of th e  secret sto ries told by ch ild ren  as  they subvert th e  values being 
foisted u p o n  them  by ad u lts  a n d  the  in stitu tio n s  they  create.
T hough J u d ith  Kleinfeld w as ta lk ing  ab o u t th e  stories 
teach ers  tell, I th in k  we can  draw  a  constructive parallel betw een the  
“teach er ta le” an d  the  secret sto ries ch ildren  tell ab o u t school:
As a  h eu ris tic  device, the  teach e r tale h a s  a  n u m b er of 
advantages. F irst it is m em orable. R ural teach e rs  have 
told u s  th a t  th ese  k in ds of sto ries rem ain  in  th e ir m inds 
w hen they  go o u t to the  villages an d  th a t  w ith  tim e they 
see fresh  m ean ings in  the  sam e stories. Second, the 
story  is accepted  a s  valid. T eachers a re  n o t hostile to the 
sto ry  the  way they  so often are  to “re sea rch ” b ecau se  the 
sto ry  only claim s to be one p e rso n ’s experience; it does 
n o t m ake claim s to u n iversa l tru th . T hird, th e  stories 
a re  stim ulating . They encourage critical reflection on 
experience. They place the  teach e r in the  role n o t of the  
skeptic question ing  “findings” b u t of re sea rch e r trying to 
co n s tru c t m ean ing  from the  kaleidoscope of p a rticu la r 
experiences. (Kleinfeld e t al., 29)
The secret sto ries of s tu d e n ts  sh a re  these  advan tages. They 
are  certa in ly  vivid, a s  m y so n ’s p ic tu res po in t out. They are  also
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m uch  m ore acceptab le in th e  circles they were designed for -  o ther 
ch ildren  -  th a n  any  ab s tra c t ana lysis of a  ch ild ’s feelings th a t  a  
teacher, p a re n t or psychologist m ight perform . P a ren ts  a n d  teach ers  
are certa in ly  aw are of how m u ch  m ore a  good story will influence a  
child th a n  a  lecture, an d  how a  sto ry  delivered by a  peer ca rries 
m ore tru e  w eight th a n  one delivered by an  adu lt. As Ronald Ragan 
once p u t it, “The w orst n ine w ords in  the  language are: T m  from the 
governm ent an d  I’m  here to h e lp ”’ (M amet 17). B oth a d u lts  an d  
ch ildren  instinctively  know  th a t  som eone w ho com es from  ou tside 
th e ir con tex t u su a lly  h a s  little of value to offer on how to hand le  
th e ir u n iq u e  situ a tio ns . T hus, they  tu rn  to m ore em pathetic  
sources.
The th ird  po in t Kleinfeld m akes is the  m ost im p o rtan t to ou r 
study: the  idea th a t  the  value of a  story  d o esn ’t lie so m u ch  in how 
“tru e” it’s co n ten t is, b u t in  how well th a t  co n ten t re so n a te s  w ith  the 
experience of the  listener, a n d  if it can  con tinue to inform  the  
lis ten er’s experience in the  fu tu re . F actuality  need n o t be p resen t 
for a  story  to provide resonance . Je rom e B run er w rites: “The good 
story  an d  th e  well-form ed a rg u m en t are  different n a tu ra l  k inds.
Both can  be u sed  as  m ean s for convincing ano ther. Yet w ha t they
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convince of is fundam enta lly  different: a rg u m en ts  convince one of 
their tru th , sto ries of th e ir lifelikeness” (11).
Elliott E isner deta ils the  liner po in ts of w ha t B ru n e r’s 
a rgu m en t suggests:
Several fea tu res of stories an d  of educational criticism  
co n tribu te  to the ir im portance a s  generalizing vehicles. 
F irst, w hen we lim it th e  co n ten t of generalization  to 
w h a t can  be sa id  in a  literal m ode, we lim it w ha t can  be 
said. The epistem ological u tility  of the  literary  narra tive  
or th a t  m etaphorical charac teriza tion  is precisely  th a t  
su ch  form s convey w ha t literal language can n o t 
rep resen t -  or a t  lea s t can n o t rep resen t a s  well. The 
form of a  text is a  p a r t of its  m eaning , an d  w hen 
m ean ing  is restric ted  to th e  literal, those  m ean ings th a t  
require o th er form s m u s t rem ain  voiceless. (203)
T hus, m y so n ’s p ic tu res can  ac t a s  “sto rie s,” even th o ug h  they 
involve no text.
It is often th ro u g h  read ing  an  en te rta in ing  book ab o u t the 
schooling experience th a t  s tu d e n ts  a re  able to take n arra tiv e  control 
of their own experiences an d  tu rn  them  in to  “experience tex ts”
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(Richert 162), w hich they can  u se  to u n d e rs ta n d  the  daily 
com plexity of th e ir roles a s  s tu d en ts .
The pu rp ose  of th is  w ork is n o t to s tu d y  ch ild ren ’s reac tions to 
the lite ra tu re  w ritten  ab o u t school (Jones a n d  B uttrey; Coles; C lark  
an d  Higonnet), no r to s tu d y  th e  cu ltu re  of school (W alkerdine; 
Goldm an-Segall; Corsaro), bo th  of w hich have extensive lite ra tu re  on 
them  already, b u t ra th e r  to describe w ha t the  books them selves say 
ab o u t the  ch ild ’s view of schooling.
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C h a pt e r  3 
M eth o d o lo g y
3.1 In troduction
J u d ith  Kleinfeld, e t al., p resen ted  research  on effective cross- 
cu ltu ra l teaching. Their original re search  question  w as to find o u t 
w hat k inds of teach ers  are  effective w ith Native s tu d e n ts  in ru ra l 
A laskan villages. However, they found th a t  “the ab s trac tio n s  
typically re su ltin g  from research  on teach ing  effectiveness (‘tim e on 
ta s k ,’ ‘h igh ex p ecta tions,’ ‘cu ltu ra l cong ruence’) are  so vague they 
ac tually  offer little gu idance to teach e rs” (“Doing R esearch” 2). They 
offered an  alternative ap p ro ach  to looking a t  good teaching: the 
“teacher ta le .” Kleinfeld, e t al., p ropound  the  idea th a t  w hen “an  
effective teach e r m ulls over a  difficult experience, th e  p a rticu la r 
cases have eno rm ous heu ris tic  value for o th er teach e rs” a s  well a s  
giving teach ers  a  base  of stra teg ies for hand ling  sim ilar s itu a tio n s 
th a t  arise. In h is  p resen ta tion  on teach e r knowledge, J u k k a  H usu  
(2003) s ta ted  th a t  “N arrative inquiry  is considered  a s  especially 
su ited  to get in  to u ch  w ith  p rac tica l know ledge” (3).
In line w ith  th is  th inking , th e  s itu a tio n s  depicted in  ch ild ren ’s 
lite ra tu re  ab o u t children  in school, or learn ing  s itu a tio n s  th a t
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deliberately  avoid school, provide a  valuable po in t of m ed ita tion  on 
the re la tionsh ip  triangle of s tu d e n ts , teach ers , an d  learning. The 
fact th a t Kleinfeld, e t a l .’s re search  concerns a  c ro ss-cu ltu ra l 
s itu a tio n  is also significant.
While a  C au casian  teach e r from th e  lower 48 en tering  a  ru ra l 
village in  A laska for the  first tim e is a n  obvious c ro ss-cu ltu ra l 
setting, if the  con tex t of any  school is exam ined closely, all 
c lassroom s involves c ro ss-cu ltu ra l elem ents. E thn icity  an d  
econom ic differences exaggerate problem s an d  challenges, b u t the 
m ost hom ogenous popu la tion  still involves several su b -c u ltu re s  th a t  
do n o t alw ays w ork tow ards com m on goals. S tu d en ts  a n d  teach ers  
bo th  are  involved in cu ltu ra l no rm s a p a rt from the  school setting; or 
in  o ther w ords, they go hom e som etim es.
W hen ou tside  of school, s tu d e n ts  behave differently th a n  they 
do while in  school. T eachers also  a ttem p t to have ou tside  in te re s ts  
an d  com m itm ents w hen the  w ork day  is over. B oth s tu d e n ts  an d  
teach ers m u s t learn  how to behave appropriate ly  for the  cu ltu ra l 
con text of school in add ition  to th e ir lives ou tside of school. The 
realm  of school h a s  behavior expecta tions th a t  a re  different from  a  
non-school setting , yet are  specific ab o u t behavior expecta tions an d  
valued a ttitu d e s  from w ith in  the  school context. The two m ain
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expecta tions of s tu d e n ts  are  accep tab le  behavior an d  s tandard ized  
te s t scores. W hen s tu d e n ts  refuse th e  cu ltu ra l role ex tended  to 
them  by the  in s titu tio n  b u t are  still physically  in the  cu ltu ra l a rea  of 
school due  to legal co n stra in t, friction is th e  inevitable resu lt.
3.2 M ethodological Overview
In h is  essay  “Thick D escription: Toward an  In terpretive Theory 
of C u ltu re ,” Clifford G eertz p re sen ts  a  fairly detailed  anecdote , tak en  
from h is jo u rn a ls  du ring  h is tim e in Morocco, of an  en co u n te r 
betw een a  m erch an t, a  tribe of B erbers, a n d  F rench  law 
enforcem ent: “Q uoted raw  [...] th is  p assage  conveys [...] a  fair sense  
of how m u ch  goes into e thnograph ic  descrip tion  of even th e  m ost 
elem ental so rt -  how ex traord inarily  ‘th ick ’ it is,” (9) says Geertz. He 
sees th is  story  a s  the  raw  m ateria l from w hich an  an thropological 
analysis is fashioned: “A nalysis, th en , is sorting  o u t the  s tru c tu re s  
of signification -  w ha t Ryle called estab lished  codes, a  som ew hat 
m isleading expression, for it m ak es the  en te rp rise  so u n d  too m u ch  
like th a t  of the  c ipher clerk w hen it is m u ch  m ore like th a t  of the  
literary  critic -  an d  determ in ing  th e ir social g round  an d  im port” (9).
Ja m e s  Clifford also h a s  m ade close com parisons betw een 
literary  criticism  an d  an thropological work. Clifford a rgu es th a t
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au tho rita tive  w orks in an thropology are  b e tte r described  as  
“con tingen t fictions” th a n  a s  signifiers w ith  a  close, n o n -a rb itra ry  
connection  w ith  th e ir signified. The an th ropo log ist co n s tru c ts  a  
m ean ing  of the  cu ltu re  he or she s tu d ies, inform ed by h is  or h er own 
experiences an d  cu ltu ra l perceptions.
T hus, G eertz explains the  function  of anthropology th is  way: 
“U nderstand ing  a  people’s cu ltu re  exposes the ir n o rm aln ess w ithou t 
reducing  th e ir particu larity . (The m ore I m anage to follow w ha t the 
M oroccans are  u p  to, the  m ore logical, an d  the  m ore singu lar, they 
seem.) It rend ers  them  accessible: se tting  them  in th e  fram e of the ir 
own banalities , it dissolves th e ir opacity” (14). In o th er w ords, 
though  the  an th ropo log ist is indeed co n stru c tin g  a  sto ry  of the 
cu ltu re  being stud ied , he or she is trying to m ake the  “oddities” of 
the  cu ltu re  take on a  logical c a s t (from the an th ropo log ist’s own 
c u ltu re ’s po in t of view) in order to pave the  way to constructive 
com m unication  betw een the  two cu ltu res.
The prem ise of th is  s tu d y  is th a t  ch ild ren ’s book a u th o rs  are, 
a t  lea st partially , e th n o g rap h ers, gathering  together “th ick  
descrip tion” of th e  cu ltu re  of school a s  perceived by children . We 
accep t th a t  the  stories are  filtered th ro u g h  the  a u th o r’s own 
parad igm s a n d  th a t  therefore th e ir sto ries a re  doubly con tingen t
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fictions. However, th ese  “eth n o g rap h ies” still have m u ch  to offer. We 
will look a t  how au th o rs  go ab o u t gaining proxim ity to th e  ch ild ’s- 
eye view of school, an d  how we, a s  an th ro p o lo g is ts /lite ra ry  critics, 
m ight constructively  ap p ro ach  th e ir descrip tions.
3.2.1 Critical D iscourse A nalysis (CPA)
The literary  analysis we are  ab o u t to em bark  u p o n  will also 
indirectly d raw  on som e ten e ts  of critical d iscourse  an a ly sis  a s  
described  by T hom as H uckin. Critical d iscourse  analysis , he says,
• Gives special a tten tio n  to underly ing  facto rs of ideology, 
power, an d  resistance;
• Is g rounded  in a  close, detailed  inspection  of texts;
• T akes into acco u n t om issions, im plications, 
p resuppositions, am biguities, an d  o th er covert b u t 
powerful asp ec ts  of d iscourse; an d
• T akes an  eth ical s tan ce  ag a in st power a b u se s  an d  social 
in justice. (156)
A lthough the books I will analyze have been p rep ared  for 
publication  an d  form ally tran sm itted  in  text an d  thereby  are  no t 
conversational m ed ium s, bo th  of th ese  p rin t genres are  located 
w ithin  a  socially co n stru c ted  reality  th a t  gives them  th e ir efficacy.
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Some b ran ch es  of CDA focus m ostly on linguistics an d  
gram m ar usage, w ha t Gee h a s  called little “d” d iscourse. As Rogers 
h a s  w ritten ,
There are  m ore a n d  less tex tually  oriented  ap p ro ach es 
to d iscourse  analysis. Some m ethods a re  less 
linguistically  focused an d  m ore focused on th e  context 
in  w hich the  d iscourse  arises. O ther m ethods are  
in terested  in  th e  h isto rical em ergence of a  se t of 
concep ts or policies. O ther m ethods pay equal a tten tio n  
to language an d  social theory. (6)
We will focus on u p p ercase  “D” d iscourse , dealing w ith  the 
ideologies, assu m p tio n s , an d  effects of bo th  the  tex t an d  th e  context 
w herein  the  tex t w as crea ted  an d  h a s  m eaning.
C ontextual factors are  abso lu te ly  vital here b ecau se  the  power 
of th e  d iscourse  is no t located strictly  w ithin  the tex ts them selves 
b u t com es equally from the  c u ltu re ’s norm ative social p rac tices th a t  
“su rro u n d ” the  d iscourse. T hus, we will n o t only exam ine the  tex ts ’ 
asse rtio n s a n d  silences concern ing  pow er a n d  re la tionsh ip , we will 
also look a t  the  social m ilieu of school an d  how th a t  con tex t can  
help u s  in te rp re t th e  texts.
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3.2.2  Point of View
We can  begin w ith  the  a u th o rs ’ own perspective a n d  the 
experiences th a t  they project onto th e  co n stru c ted  reality. An 
au th o r m ay or m ay no t try  to su p p re ss  personal a ttitu d e s  w ithin  the 
narra tive , b u t to ta l su p p ressio n  isn ’t likely (if possible a t  all), an d  
therefore som e of the  com posite beliefs, values, an d  experiences th a t 
m ake u p  the a u th o r—a real su b jec t—flavor the literary  construction . 
W ith ch ild ren ’s litera tu re , an  im agined aud ience also  plays a  large 
role in  how reality  is co nstructed . G enerally, au th o rs  tak e  one of 
two app roaches. The first of th ese  ap p ro ach es is d idacticism .
The didactic, or top-dow n, ap p ro ach  sees th e  a u th o r  a s  an  
ad u lt in  a  didactic role th a t  m ay be m ore or less b la tan t. For 
exam ple, a s  w as typical of th e  tim es, Louisa May Alcott u se s  the 
didactic perspective in  h e r w riting a s  she ad d s value ju d g m en ts  to 
h er c h a ra c te rs ’ ac tions su ch  as  “wisely.” This d idacticism  is also 
show n in books like Eight Cousins w hen A lcott’s own ad u lt 
perspectives a ttem p t to in s tru c t h e r read ers in th e  foo lishness of 
u n h ea lth y  fash ions w hen Rose w ears a  wide, corset-like belt a n d  is 
helped by h er uncle  to see th a t  style shou ld  no t tru m p  health . After 
Rose ru n s  u p s ta irs , h er uncle  ca tch es h e r pan tin g  a n d  rep rim an ds 
her:
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“T h at belt is too tight; u n fa s ten  it, th en  you  can  take  a  
long b rea th  w ithou t p an tin g  so .”
“It isn 't tight, sir; I can  b rea th e  perfectly well," began 
Rose, trying to com pose herself.
Her u n cle 's  only answ er w as to lift h e r u p  an d  
u n h o o k  th e  new  belt of w hich she  w as so p roud. The 
m om ent the c lasp  w as open the  belt flew a p a r t  several 
inches, for it w as im possible to re s tra in  the  invo lun tary  
sigh of relief th a t  flatly con trad ic ted  h e r w ords. [...]
“If you d ea r little girls w ould only learn  w h a t real 
b eau ty  is, an d  n o t p inch  an d  starve an d  b leach  
yourselves o u t so, you'd  save an  im m ense deal of tim e 
an d  m oney a n d  pain . A h appy  soul in  a  hea lthy  body 
m akes the  b es t so rt of b eau ty  for m an  or w om an. Do 
you u n d e rs ta n d  th a t, m y dear?" (Alcott NP)
Use of a  didactic voice is a  stylistic choice th a t  p laces the  
a u th o r in the  role of teach e r to the  reader. Rose’s uncle  exp resses 
views th a t  Alcott espoused . In add ition  to en terta in ing , she w ished 
to in s tru c t an d  be an  influence for good. The in ten t of in s tru c tin g  
her read ers  m ean s th a t  she is less likely to reflect reality  a s  she sees 
it, b u t she dep ic ts it a s  she w an ts  it to become. Since finding reality
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reflected in th e  depiction  of the  a u th o r  is o u r concern  w ith  th is  
survey, a  d idac tic-narrative ap p ro ach  is less useful.
W hen the  a u th o r does n o t p u rp o rt to in s tru c t ch ild ren  in 
eth ical, m oral, or socially accep tab le  behavior, he or she  is u sin g  a  
sym pathetic approach . This bo ttom -up  ap p ro ach  finds the  a u th o r  
in  sym pathy  w ith  the child reader. The a u th o r en te rs  in to the  
ch ild ’s perspective, values, an d  cu ltu re . M aurice S endak  an d  Dav 
Pilkey are  two good exam ples of th is  sym pathetic  ap p ro ach  to 
writing. One clue to the  w hole-hearted  sym pathy  th a t  is extended 
by S endak  an d  Pilkey an d  w hich is accep ted  by th e ir ta rg e t aud ience 
of young read ers is the  fact th a t  young people like th e ir books while 
ad u lts  do not.
While it is now qu ite  popu lar, w hen S en d ak ’s Where the Wild 
Things Are first cam e out, it en co un tered  significant m isgivings on 
the p a r t  of p a re n ts  an d  teach ers , who were app roach ing  the 
lite ra tu re  from a  top-dow n, teach ing  po in t of view: “Kids like it, b u t 
is it a  good influence on th em ?” No one w as sure.
In the  fam iliar story  of Max, w ho w ears h is wolf su it, m akes 
m ischief, an d  becom es king of the  wild th ings, S endak  m entally  
kneels dow n to see Max on h is level, ra th e r  th a n  looking down from 
h is lofty ad u lt position. Max m akes m ischief an d  becom es king of
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the wild th ings, an d  S endak  does n o t interfere. S end ak  does n o t 
im pose any  value ju d g m en ts  or offer any  advice to th e  read ers  ab o u t 
w hether or n o t M ax’s behavior is appropria te . S endak  m erely 
a ttem p ts  to accu ra te ly  dep ic t th e  psychological s ta te  of a  young boy 
who is u p se t w ith  h is  m o ther an d  w ho deals w ith h is in tern a l 
fru stra tio n  by becom ing a  “wild th in g .”
While Max does sym bolically m ake peace w ith  h is  m o ther by 
com ing hom e an d  finding th a t  h is su p p e r is still ho t, S endak  never 
po in ts o u t any  so rt of lesson  th a t  Max learned  or in any  way lets 
Max lose face. S endak  in ten tionally  does n o t filter th e  w orld to 
m ake it n icer or to in s tru c t ch ild ren  on how to deal w ith  it. R ather, 
by giving a  sym bolic in terp re ta tio n  of a  ch ild ’s reality a s  he sees it, 
he gives ch ild ren  a  psychological tool to m ake sense of th e  world 
arou n d  them  (Sipe).
The Captain Underpants series is still relatively new  on the 
m arket, an d  once again, p a re n ts  d o n ’t  buy  the  books full of silly 
jokes, body h um or, an d  d isresp ec t of au th o rity  figures to be a  m oral 
exam ple for th e ir children . My po in t in  u s in g  th ese  p a rticu la r 
controversial books is to po in t o u t th a t  if p a re n ts  a n d  teach e rs  d o n ’t 
like them , b u t ch ildren  read  them  enough  th a t  they  sell m illions of
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copies, th en  the  only logical conclusion  is th a t  there  is som ething  in 
these  books th a t  young read ers  connec t with.
The d istinc tion  betw een th ese  two tech n iqu es is significan t to 
ou r s tu d y  because  we need  to acknow ledge th e  p a r t  the  a d u lt a u th o r 
plays an d  recognize th a t  som e books are  w ritten  a t  lea s t partia lly  to 
in s tru c t ch ild ren  an d  o th ers a re  w ritten  to identify w ith  children. 
While all can  illum inate the  re la tio n sh ip  betw een ch ildren , teach ers , 
school, an d  th e  cu ltu re  th a t  inform s those  re la tionsh ip s, know ing 
w hen the  tex t is sym pathetic  an d  w hen it is d idactic will allow u s  to 
u se  a  m ore accu ra te  lens to see w h a t th e  books are  saying ab o u t 
school from the  ch ild ’s po in t of view.
In describ ing  the ir re sea rch  m ethodology, Kleinfeld e t al. 
pointed  o u t th a t  s tu d e n ts  were “qu ite  know ledgeable ju d g es  of 
teach e rs” (“Doing R esearch” 12). In u sin g  sym pathetic  ch ild ren ’s 
litera tu re , I hope to uncover asp ec ts  of education  an d  school th a t  
ch ildren  know  an d  identify w ith, b u t a re  rarely  ask ed  abou t.
3.3 Validity a n d  Reliability
One of the  difficulties of study ing  ch ildren  is th e ir lack  of 
soph istica tion  an d  ab strac tio n . If we a sk  them  to explain  w hy an d  
how, they  m ay no t answ er—or n o t in  w ays th a t  an sw er w h a t we
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th in k  we are  ask ing. You m ight say  th a t  ad u lts  an d  ch ild ren  do no t 
sh a re  the  sam e “m ythology.” In Jo h n  M oore’s book, Interpreting 
Young Adult Literature: Literary Theory in the Secondary Classroom, 
he includes a  d iscu ssion  on the  n a tu re  of sym bols a n d  m ythology in 
the m eeting  of story  an d  reality.
W hat we call social ‘reality ’ is a  h u m a n  co n stru c t, the  
p ro d u c t of a  cu ltu ra l mythology th a t  in tervenes betw een 
o u r m inds an d  the  world we experience. S uch  cu ltu ra l 
m y ths reflect the  values a n d  ideological in te re s ts  of th e ir 
bu ilders, n o t the  law s of n a tu re  or logic. (58)
W hat I am  proposing is a  look in to  the “m ythology” of children , 
an d  specifically m ythology involving school to give u s  a  look a t  the 
views th a t  sh ap e  an d  are  sh ap ed  by young readers. A literary  
analysis of w orks by a  p a rticu la r group yields in sigh t in to  the  
w orkings a  com m unity: M uslim s in Europe, A frican-A m ericans, 
con tem porary  A sian w om en, V ictorian m en etc. a re  g roups of people 
who could all be app roached  th ro u g h  th e ir litera tu re . C ontem porary  
N orth A m erican children , however, pose a  different challenge 
because w ith  few exceptions (and depending  on w h a t age childhood 
is defined at) ch ild ren  have little p u b lished  lite ra tu re  of th e ir own.
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They certa in ly  d o n ’t  have a  w idely-accessible, p u b lish ed  body 
of w ork th a t  is w ritten  by children , read  by children , an d  
com m ented on by children . By th e  tim e they  develop th e  requ isite  
m otor skills, literacy, an d  a b s tra c t th ink ing  skills to create  
pub lishab le  tex ts, they a re n ’t  ch ild ren  any  more. S u ch  possible 
exceptions a s  Mary Shelly an d  C hristopher Paolini provide 
in teresting  s tu d ies  in them selves, b u t hard ly  give u s  a  broad  b ase  
for com parison.
If we are  going to analyze a  lite ra tu re  th a t  sp eak s to ch ild ren ’s 
percep tions of school, I am  hoping th a t  one way to ca tch  a  glim pse 
of the  w orkings of the  school society is th ro u gh  the  sto ries they  read  
voluntarily . Since books for ch ild ren  are  w ritten  by ad u lts , then  
care is needed to d istin g u ish  betw een books w ritten  to in s tru c t 
ch ildren  an d  books w ritten  in sym pathy  w ith  the child sta te .
I do no t in ten d  to pejoratively label books th a t  are  
in struc tiona l. Of course there  is a  whole sp ec tru m  available w ith 
one exam ple of the  extrem e being d idactic V ictorian books show ing 
n au g h ty  ch ild ren  being ea ten  by b ea rs  an d  good ch ild ren  rising  to 
Heaven while lisping Psalm s. There are  o th er au th o rs , however, who 
help ch ild ren  to m ake sense  of society or provide a  form at for m ore 
in teresting  educational m aterial.
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In o th er books, the  a u th o r  a ttem p ts  to sh rink , like Alice does, 
so th a t  they can  once again  go th ro u gh  the rab b it hole of childhood 
an d  re -en ter a  ch ild ’s perspective in telling the  story. B ecause th is  
second style of w riting gives u s  the  b es t in sigh t in to  w h a t w ritings 
coincide w ith ch ild ren ’s opinions (ra ther th a n  a ttem p ting  to sh ap e  
their opinions), we will focus on th e  "bottom  u p ” w riting ra th e r  th a n  
the “top dow n” narra tive  style.
3.4 Proxim ity
In w riting, the  proxim ity betw een th e  au th o r, n a rra to r, 
character(s), an d  reader varies in w ays th a t  affect w heth er the  
n arra tive  style is exp lanato ry  or exploratory. For exam ple, d ram a  
u se s  close proxim ity betw een ch a rac te r  an d  reader. If som eone falls 
down in a  d ram a, the read er tak es  it seriously , a n d  is aw are of the 
effects of pain , th e  inh ibition  to the  ch a rac te r reach ing  a  goal, etc. 
H um or p u ts  m ore d istan ce  betw een th e  ch a rac te r  a n d  th e  read er so 
th a t  the  irony or ab su rd ity  of the  s itu a tio n  is perceivable. If a  
ch a rac te r falls down in a  com edy, the  read er finds th e  situ a tio n  
funny. To p u t it in  Mel B rooks’ fam ous w ords, “Tragedy is w hen I c u t 
my finger. Com edy is w hen you w alk into a n  open sew er an d  die”
(par. 1).
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How closely aligned th e  n a rra to r  an d  the  ch a rac te rs  are  
crea tes a  sub tle , b u t significant difference in how the  w orld of the 
story  is perceived by the  reader. If the  n a rra to r  h a s  a lready  
(fictionally or really) experienced th e  events of the story, or h as  
control of the  th em es being explored, th en  there  is g rea ter d istan ce  
betw een the  n a rra to r  an d  ch arac te rs .
In J a n e  A u sten ’s E m m a, for exam ple, the n a rra to r  a t  tim es 
gently pokes fun  a t  the ch a rac te rs , su ch  a s  w hen she  s tep s aw ay 
from E m m a’s side for a  m om ent to express h e r d o u b ts  th a t  even 
H arriet Sm ith  could be in love w ith  m ore th a n  th ree  m en in one 
year. The s ta tem en t is ironic an d  h u m o ro u s because  th e  n a rra to r  
h a s  a lready  estab lished  th e  inevitability  of H arrie t’s being 
rom antically  connected  w ith  someone by the  end of th e  book.
On the  o th er h an d , a  close a lignm ent will p roduce a  single (or 
a t  lea s t overlapping) view of th e  events, se ttings, etc. In  ad u lt 
litera tu re , an  exam ple w ould be The Things They C arried  by Tim 
O’Brien. In th is  book ab o u t w ar, bo th  the  a u th o r an d  n a rra to r  are  
try ing to m ake sense  of w ha t is going on w ith the sto iy , a n d  w ith  the  
effects of w ar in  general. O ’Brien w rites from w ithin  the  story.
Often, a n  a u th o r  w rites from w ith in  the  story  if it is nonfiction or 
based  on an  experienced tra u m a  because  th e  creation  of the  book is
47
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
the a u th o r’s way of com ing to term s w ith  the  events experienced. 
Even in fiction, if the  story  is a  m etap ho r for events, them es, or 
ph ilosophies in  th e  a u th o r’s life, the  w riting can  ac t a s  a  space for 
th ink ing  th ro u g h  an d  w orking o u t the  ideas or em otions. N aturally, 
any th ing  th e  a u th o r h a s  difficulty w ith  is m ore likely to p roduce 
w riting of th is  kind. If the  a u th o r h a s  already come to te rm s w ith  
events or ideas, th en  the  w riting will have g rea ter d istance .
The co n tra s t is easier to see in a d u lt lite ra tu re  b ecau se  while 
all a d u lts  have a t  lea s t survived childhood, an d  so are  in  one sense  
beyond it, very few books are  w ritten  by p o st-ad u lts . The th em es of 
adu lthood—often problem s th a t  need to be w orked th ro u g h —are 
p resen ted  in all th e ir confusion  an d  m essiness. While the  a u th o r 
shou ld  have contro l of the  s tru c tu re  of the  book, th e  them e does no t 
need to be neatly  packaged w ith  an  answ er ready. W riting is 
exp lanato ry  w hen the  a u th o r  h a s  com e to te rm s w ith  th e  them e, or 
h a s  figured o u t the  answ er to the  problem .
Of course, m ost books are  n o t ab so lu te s  of one k ind  or the  
o ther. For exam ple, it is n o t uncom m on for an  a u th o r  to w rite ab o u t 
experiences a s  a  child, b u t allow the  n a rra to r  to be the  a d u lt self 
th a t  he or she  is now, a s  seen  in A lcott’s work. P a rts  of th e  story 
will b ring  o u t the  voice of th e  n a rra to r  show ing th e  in sigh t an d  irony
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of h indsigh t, while o ther p a r ts  of the  story  will be im m ersed  in the 
experiences of the  child. A sh ift to a  closer proxim ity gives m ore 
d ram atic  w eight to those  experiences an d  cu es th e  read er to tak e  the  
story seriously.
W hen bo th  the  ch a rac te r  an d  the  read er a re  children , 
however, proxim ity poses in teresting  op tions for a  text. At lea st 
som e d istan ce  betw een th e  a u th o r  an d  reader is unavoidable. 
G enerally, a u th o rs  are a d u lts  a n d  hence th ere  m u s t be a  significant 
am o u n t of d istan ce  in  age, height, a n d  role in society from the 
experiences of a  child. W hen an  a u th o r  is in  close proxim ity w ith 
the n a rra to r  an d  w ith the  reader, however, th en  th e  a d u lt can  
p resen t ch a rac te rs  an d  a  sto ry  th a t  the  read er identifies w ith.
Hayao Miyazaki is one of those  a d u lts  who in s is ts  on aligning 
h im self w ith  th e  child-perspective. In com m enting on the  difference 
betw een h is w ork an d  th a t  of Jo h n  L asseter (of Toy Story fame) 
Miyazaki says, "Lasseter w an ts  to guide children. I'm  lost along w ith 
the children." And th e  them e for the  Ghibil M useum  (which 
Miyazaki conceived) is "Let's Lose O ur Way, Together" (Johnston).
One good exam ple of proxim ity is to ju x tap o se  the  series, The 
Magic Tree House w ith Captain Underpants. I choose th ese  two 
exam ples b ecau se  of how p o pu lar they  are  in  my househo ld . Every
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book in bo th  series h a s  been devoured by m y eight-year-old son. He 
enjoys dazzling m e w ith  facts he lea rn s from The Magic Tree House, 
an d  shocking  m e w ith the  jokes from Captain Underpants. Magic 
Tree House is fun  for learn ing  th ings; Captain Underpants is fun  for 
expression.
In Magic Tree House, Mary Pope O sb o u rne’s a u th o r  p e rso n a  is 
an  a d u lt telling a  story  th a t  keeps ch ild ren ’s in te re st while teach ing  
ab o u t a  p a rticu la r tim e period, or h isto rical event. J a c k  an d  Annie 
u se  the  tree  h o use  to m agically en te r an o th e r con text (or possibly  a  
cu rricu lu m  unit) ab o u t the  m oon, th e  pilgrim s, n a tu ra l d isa s te rs , or 
o ther science an d  social s tu d ie s  concep ts th a t  a  se co n d /th ird  grade 
aud ience w ould do well to lea rn  ab o u t: O sbourne h a s  even added  
re search  guides for fu rth e r s tu d y  on related  topics. Magic Tree 
House books su p p lem en t the  classroom , a n d  are  a t  hom e a s  a  tool 
inside the  w orkings of the  school.
By co n tra s t, Captain Underpants, is a  fourth  /  fifth grade 
critique of school. The p rincipa l an d  teach e rs  are  a t  b es t 
u n sy m p ath e tic  a d u lts  w ho are  so aligned w ith  the school a n d  its 
values th a t  they  inheren tly  like an y th ing  boring or involving work.
In Captain Underpants and the Wrath of the Wicked Wedgie-Woman,
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the teacher, Ms. Ribble, n o t only h a s  a  sym bolic nam e, b u t h er 
favorite flavor of ice cream  is ch u n k y  tofu.
It is easy  for the  reader to su sp ec t Dav Pilkey of being a  larger- 
sized version of H arold a n d /o r  George, h is  m ischievous 
p ro tagon ists. Pilkey d o esn ’t a tte m p t to teach  any th ing  except, 
p erh ap s, how to m ake a  “squ ish ie” (see Captain Underpants and the 
Big, Bad Battle o f the Bionic Booger Boy Part 1: The Night o f the Nasty 
Nostril Nuggets, 2003). As a u th o r  an d  n arra to r, Pilkey h a s  advice 
no t for how to gain approval of au th o rity  figures, b u t how to get 
a ro u n d  or su b v ert them . The d istan ce  betw een au th o r, n a rra to r, 
ch a rac te rs , an d  reader is definitely slim m ed down to consp ira to ria l 
levels.
The goal of th is  ana lysis is to exam ine ch ild ren ’s percep tions 
of school. And a s  we see, close proxim ity is m ore likely to give u s  the 
perspective of a  child ra th e r  th a n  th a t  of a n  ad u lt teach ing  a  child, 
or explaining p a s t  experiences a s  a  child. Not all the  books I have 
chosen  u se  proxim ity a s  close a s  th a t  u sed  in Captain Underpants, 
b u t there  is an  elem ent of sym pathy  an d  an  a tte m p t on the  a u th o r’s 
p a rt to u n d e rs ta n d  the  sto ry  from  th e  ch ild ’s perspective. In theory, 
once having been a  m em ber of the  ch ild-tribe w ould qualify a d u lts  to 
be ch ild-an thropolog ists. However, m em ory is a  fickle th ing, a n d  the
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com m onness of the  expression  “You d o n ’t  u n d e rs ta n d ,” ough t to give 
u s  som e clue ab o u t the  severity of the  decree th a t  a d u lts  can  no 
longer find th e ir way to Neverland. Some au th o rs , however, keep 
trying.
3.5 D ata Collection
The w orks I chose for ana lysis were selected prim arily  for the ir 
popularity  am ong children . Som e w orks are  contem porary , having 
been  p u b lished  w ith in  th e  la s t  few years. O thers w orks have 
enjoyed long-term  popularity . Popularity  w as determ ined  by finding 
titles w hich cam e u p  again  an d  again  in typical po in ts of en try  into 
litera tu re . I considered  physical bookstores, bo th  ch a in  an d  
independent. I consu lted  online sellers su ch  as  Amazon an d  
Audible. In addition , I ask ed  ch ild ren ’s lib rarian s an d  ch ild ren  for 
w hat titles were popular. C om bined w ith  th is  w as exam ining the 
n u m b er of copies sold. Books th a t  h ad  sold over a  m illion copies or 
w hich h ad  been in p rin t for over fifty years were likely cand ida tes; 
ch ild ren ’s book titles w hich were recognized by n o n -ch ild ren ’s book 
readers were also  considered. Som e of th e  titles are  p e rh a p s  “bette r 
lite ra tu re” th a n  o thers. Books w hich are  considered  c lassics or 
w hich have w on Newberry prizes are  m ore likely to co n ta in  the  dep th
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n ecessary  for in struc tive  analysis. However, a  few books, su ch  as 
the Captain Underpants series were chosen  no t for th e ir literary  
m erit, b u t for th e ir popu larity  w ith ch ild ren  desp ite  a d u lt 
disapproval.
Simply to m ake the  selection of titles m ore m anageable , I chose 
to keep m y focus to an  elem entary  school level, w here m y tra in in g  as  
a  teacher lies. The selection of books cam e from the  m iddle grade 
(ages 8-12) read ing  category. Of course, the  books selected are  
m ostly ab o u t school, an d  all have w ha t I felt w as im p o rtan t 
com m entary  ab o u t asp ec ts  of school a n d /o r  learning. While the  list 
of books included  could be m u ch  larger, u ltim ately  an y  list becom es 
too unw ieldy, an d  eventually  I h ad  to leave th ings out.
The following list is a  p artia l one an d  does n o t a tte m p t to include 
all w orks included  in the  analysis , b u t it does include w orks of 
p rim ary  focus. Obviously, w hen a  series is involved, all books are  
re levan t to the  overall them e a n d  in exam ining com m on elem ents, 
b u t in  the  in te re s t of brevity, I have only listed  the  w orks th a t 
involve a  close read ing  below:
• The Adventures o f Captain Underpants, by Dav Pilkey
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• Captain Underpants and the Big, Bad Battle of the Bionic 
Booger Boy, Part 1: The Night of the Nasty Nostril Nuggets, by 
Dav Pilkey
• Captain Underpants and the Big, Bad Battle o f the Bionic 
Booger Boy, Part 2: The Revenge of the Ridiculous Robo- 
Boogers, by Dav Pilkey
• Junie B., First Grader: Shipwrecked, by B arb ara  P ark
• Junie B. Jones and the Mushy Gushy Valentine, by B a rb ara  
Park
• Anne o f Green Gables, by L.M. M ontgomery
• Ramona Quimby, Age 8, by Beverly Cleary
• Ramona the Brave, by Beverly Cleary
• Harry Potter and the Goblet o f Fire, by J.K . Rowling
• Harry Potter and the Order o f the Phoenix, by J.K . Rowling
• Artemis Fowl, by Eoin Colfer
• Monster, by W alter D ean Meyers
• Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle, by Betty M acD onald
• Frindle, by Andrew  C lem ents
• The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, by C.S. Lewis
• The Voyage o f the Dawn Treader, by C.S. Lewis
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I have a ttem p ted  to u se  a  variety  of types of w orks w ith  m ore 
a tten tio n  paid  to an  approxim ately  equal n u m b er of books w ith m ale 
an d  female p ro tagon ists  th a n  to finding a  wide cu ltu ra l base. P art of 
the  reaso n  for th is  is th a t  there  are  sim ply fewer books w ith 
pro tagon ists from ethn ic  m inorities. Often, w idely-read books ab o u t 
ethn ic  m inorities have cu ltu ra lly -based  p lo ts th a t have little or 
no th ing  to do w ith school. While hopefully th e  diversity of w ays th a t  
various cu ltu re s  are  rep resen ted  will increase, a t  th e  p resen t, since 
ou r prim ary  concern  is w ith  the  rep resen ta tio n  of school, I felt th a t  
the m ore p ru d e n t ro u te  w as to select highly p o pu lar books, even 
though  th is  left m inority  popu la tions u n der-rep resen ted . For 
reaso n s of cu ltu ra l elem ents, som e of th e  books chosen  were less 
popular, b u t h ad  im p ortan t view po in ts on the  im plications of 
e thn icity  an d  school.
It w as possible, however, to pay  a tten tio n  to gender 
rep resen ta tion , an d  to consider typical them es in books w ith  m ale 
versu s female p ro tagon ists . While n o t deliberately  focusing on 
gender s tud ies, w hen I com pared  m ultiple tex ts, com m on them es 
con tinually  surfaced  in books accord ing  to gender of p ro tagon ist, 
an d  so I felt obliged to ad d re ss  the  th em es accordingly.
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3.6 A pproach to D ata A nalysis
W ith literary  analysis, there  is no definitive in te rp re ta tio n  of a  
work. R ather, lite ra tu re  is a  lens th ro u gh  w hich th e  w orld m ay be 
viewed w ith  fresh  perspective an d  en h anced  clarity. While 
conventions of literary  theory  have been followed, u s in g  prim arily  a  
new criticism  orien ta tion  for tex tua l analysis , I have a ttem p ted  to 
in tegrate  m y experiences a s  an  ed u ca to r to d irect m y search  for 
cu ltu ra l im plications of th e  tex ts exam ined. This p a rticu la r literary  
stu d y  is a  p rac tica l search  for in sigh ts  th a t  a  sifting of sto ries can  
give ab o u t the  n a tu re  of ch ild ren ’s in terac tio n s w ith  th e  con text of 
school. I see th is  s tu d y  tying in closely w ith  con tem porary  
educational theories w ith  an  an thropological background . You will, 
however, notice strong  elem ents of cu ltu ra l s tu d ies, a s  well its 
forebears, M arxism  an d  fem inism . My reason ing  for u s in g  a  hybrid  
of th ese  ap p ro ach es is covered in th e  lite ra tu re  review.
U sing lite ra tu re  as  a  po in t of m edita tion  is certa in ly  n o t a  new 
idea. In a d u lt lite ra tu re  it is com m on practice to analyze lite ra tu re  
to see w ha t it says ab o u t psychology or cu ltu re . F em in ist criticism , 
psychoanalytic s tud ies, an d  post-colonial criticism  are  all form s of 
literary  criticism  th a t  grew o u t of th e  new  criticism  m ovem ent 
(B ressler 89,104). E ach  specialty  of criticism  stu d ies  w ha t lite ra tu re
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by or for the  ta rge t popu la tion  is saying. For exam ple, fem inist 
criticism  is in terested  in w ha t lite ra tu re  says ab o u t w om en’s bodies, 
roles an d  pow ers (Bressler 109). E ducational criticism , th en , seeks 
to u n d e rs ta n d  w ha t lite ra tu re  says ab o u t school an d  learning.
C u ltu ra l s tu d ies  grew o u t of the  in terd iscip linary  w ritings of 
scho lars in m any  fields exam ining popu la r stories to see w h a t can  
be gathered  ab o u t cu ltu ra l no rm s an d  deviations (Storey 4). 
Som etim es those  stories tak e  th e  place of u n w ritten  folk ta les from a  
non-E uropean  cu ltu re  su ch  a s  th e  A thab ascan  perspective.
For exam ple, a  story  th a t  involves boys from age ten  or so on 
living a p a rt in  a  m ale h o use  tells u s  ab o u t th e  cu ltu ra l n o rm s of the 
storyteller in  te rm s of gender roles a n d  child developm ent. W hen we 
add  to the  sto ry  th a t  an  old w om an who is angry  w ith  the  boys 
p re ten d s to be a  ghost an d  craw ls a ro u n d  to frighten th e  boys tells 
u s  m ore ab o u t m ysticism  a n d  o th er cu ltu ra l elem ents of the 
popu la tion  rep resen ted  (K eithahn 80). As we add  elem ents, we 
begin to see a  p ic tu re  of in terre la ted  beliefs, behaviors, an d  o ther 
cu ltu ra l elem ents.
In o th er fields, scho lars m ight look a t  lite ra tu re  w ritten  by 
biologists in  B ritain  to find o u t w ha t th e  cu ltu ra l n o rm s of th e ir s u b ­
cu ltu re  are  (within the  larger cu ltu re  of B ritain , E urope, the
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scientific com m unity  etc.) an d  how they  define them selves ag a in st or 
w ith the  larger popu lation , tak ing  in to  acco u n t th a t  in te rp re ta tio n  is 
needed to see th e  im plicit elem ents th a t  a re  no t given a t  face value 
in the  tex t (Latour an d  Woolgar). For exam ple, people w ith in  a  
su b cu ltu re  m ight w rite ab o u t them selves differently th a n  people 
from ou tside of th e  cu ltu re  m ight w rite ab o u t th a t  cu ltu re . Still, 
even w ith im perfections, a  literary  stu d y  can  prove highly 
inform ative by show ing w h a t is sa id  to, by, an d  a b o u t a  sam ple 
population.
C hild ren’s litera tu re , especially  fairy tales, h a s  been th e  focus 
of psychological s tu d y  by people su c h  a s  B runo B ettleheim , M arina 
W arner, an d  o thers. B ettleheim ’s idea (heavily influenced by Freud) 
is th a t  fairy ta les rep resen t p a r ts  of the  child psyche th a t  ch ildren  
do n ’t  necessarily  w an t to look a t  directly. The once upon a time 
fram e gives th e  child a  safe psychological vantage po in t to explore 
asp ec ts  of the  id an d  elem ents of developm ent (45). For exam ple, 
the genie in th e  bottle rep resen ts  a  ch ild ’s anger. The genie first 
th in k s  to rew ard the  h u m a n  w ho se ts  him  free, b u t w ith  the  p assin g  
of years m oves to anger an d  p u n ish m en t for the  perso n  w ho frees 
him  (32). The psychological a sp ec t is the  sam e w ith  ch ild ren  who 
w ait for a  favor or the p resence of a n  adu lt. However, if th e  child  is
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no t ready  to see h im /h e rse lf  a s  the  genie, th e  cloak of “i t ’s ju s t  a  
story” keeps the  m essage sublim inal. By u n d e rs tan d in g  th e  them es 
an d  psychological elem ents of fairy ta les, B ettleheim  suggests th a t  
a d u lts  can  be tte r u n d e rs ta n d  children , an d  can  reinforce 
developm ent th ro u g h  the  p resen ta tio n  of app ro p ria te  stories.
My proposition  is sim ilar to B ettleheim ’s, tho ug h  w ith  a  
different focus. Fairy ta les were n o t invented  by children , b u t were 
em braced  an d  preserved by an d  for ch ild ren  even after th e  original 
ad u lt aud ience no longer partic ipated . Today, m ost ch ild ren  lack  
the skill an d  connections to p u b lish  novels th a t they  have w ritten , 
b u t there  certa in ly  is a  large body of w ork th a t  they  tak e  ow nersh ip  
of. T hrough  exam ination  of som e of th is  w ork, we can  lea rn  ab o u t 
children , school, an d  the  re la tio n sh ip  betw een th e  two.
3.7 B ackground  of the  R esearcher
While in m y pre-services education  c lasses a t  B righam  Young 
U niversity, I w as s tru c k  by the  b lack  an d  w hite choices (it seem ed to 
me a t  the  time) for c lassroom  m anagem ent. It w as my 
u n d e rs tan d in g  a t the  tim e th a t  w hether I p racticed  coercion or 
becam e a  friendly d icta to r, I m u s t inevitably cajole, th rea ten , or
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en te rta in  s tu d e n ts  into com pleting “learn ing  activities” w hen they 
w ould m u ch  ra th e r  be doing som eth ing  else.
My reflection on the  n a tu re  of form al education  deepened  
w hen I w orked in E scuela  D ublan , in  the  s ta te  of C h ih u ah u a ,
Mexico, a s  a  s tu d e n t teacher. Due to a  su d d en  teach er-sh o rtage , I 
found m yself w ithou t a  superv ising  teach er and , su rprisingly , 
enjoying m yself im m ensely. In a  tiny  room  w ith th irty-tw o s tu d e n ts  
an d  next to no resou rces, I found m y teach ing  to be m u ch  m ore 
effective an d  p leasu rab le  th a n  it h ad  been  in an  upper-m idd le-c lass 
school in  the  U.S. For a  long tim e, I w ondered ab o u t w h a t m ade the  
difference.
I con tinued  w ondering ab o u t th e  n a tu re  of ed ucation  a s  I 
w orked developing in d ep en d en t s tu d y  cou rses , hom eschooling 
children  (some my own an d  o th ers not), teach ing  college English, 
an d  o th er activities dealing w ith  education  in a  wide variety  of 
asp ec ts  over the  course  of the  nex t eight years.
In 2004, I found m yself in a  g ran t project w ith  th e  exciting 
ta sk  of helping ru ra l A laskan schools develop th e ir know ledge of 
how to incorporate  technology into th e ir cu rricu lum . In m y crash - 
course of cu ltu ra l aw areness in education , I strove to u n d e rs ta n d  
the educational im pact of m ixing trad itio n a l A laskan an d
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con tem porary  U.S. cu ltu re . Som etim es the  hybrid  w as m ore 
graceful th a n  a t  o th er tim es. I learned  th a t  m any  of the  problem s 
A laska faced w ith  education  today were varia tions of original 
p roblem s A m erican public education  h ad  lim ped along w ith  since 
schools were first in troduced .
Again I found m yself gnaw ing on the  old q uestion  of the 
n a tu re  of education  an d  how school w orked, or failed to w ork, a s  a  
learn ing  environm ent. While m y stu d ie s  of A laskan cu ltu re  have n o t 
m ade m e com fortable in tak ing  on th e  title of expert in  any  way, still 
they have deepened m y u n d e rs tan d in g  of education  an d  how the 
cu ltu re  th a t  cu rren tly  drives K-12 public education  does no t have to 
be th e  only model. I can n o t believe th a t  any  cu ltu re  is inheren tly  a  
bad  educational context, b u t I m u s t believe th a t  any  cu ltu re  will be 
m ore effective as  it becom es self-reflective. By looking ou tside 
ourselves a n d  th en  re tu rn in g  to look inw ard, we see w ith  new  eyes 
an d  p erh ap s  find new ap p ro ach es to old problem s.
L iterature h a s  alw ays been the  tool of exam ination  an d  of 
seeing the  self anew  th ro u gh  the  stories of o thers. Books give u s  the  
power of v icarious experience, an d  ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re  is 
exceptional in its power to accep t experiences th a t  ad o p ts  new  vision 
by em bracing  the  im possible or th e  silly. Not only th a t, b u t  serious
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or comic, ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re  in s is ts  on u s in g  play a s  a  m edium  for 
learning, for ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re  loves to have fun. T h at a sp ec t in 
itself teach es u s  an  invaluable lesson  ab o u t how ch ild ren  lea rn  best.
As I have w restled  w ith  ed ucation  a n d  school over th e  y ea rs, I 
found m yself in  a  sim ilar position  to Jaco b  w restling  the  angel: the 
struggle w as g rea t an d  terrible, w ith  tan ta liz ing  prom ise an d  
im m ediate pain . I found m yself tu rn in g  m ore an d  m ore frequently  to 
the m etap ho rs  in stories to explain  w ha t I w as try ing to u n d e rs ta n d  
an d  consider.
W hen p lann ing  teach ing  of my own, I found m yself re tu rn in g  
to sto ries to see w ha t w ould w ork an d  w ha t w ou ldn’t. Eventually, I 
cam e to realize anew  th a t  the  literary  ana lysis I h ad  been  tra ined  in 
during  previous g rad u a te  w ork w as n o t a  d u sty  academ ic exercise 
b u t a  p rac tica l ap p ro ach  to u n d e rs tan d in g  real p roblem s an d  finding 
contem porary  app lications for theory. Finally, I becam e convinced 
th a t  telling an d  retelling sto ries can  give u s  a  foundation  for m aking  
sense  of the  ch ao s of o u r own lives an d  cu ltu re  an d  to organize 
random  elem ents into m eaningfu l sto ries of o u r own.
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3.8 S um m ary
School does no t often get a  good rep resen ta tio n  in ch ild ren ’s 
litera tu re , m oreover school is a b sen t in m any  books w here it w ould 
take u p  a  h igh percen tage of the  ch ild ’s life if the  w ork were a  
chronology. Obviously, som e of th ese  om issions are  for d ram atic  
elem ents; if school goes on peacefully w ith no tension , th en  th ere  is 
no sto ry  an d  no reason  to p u t it in the  book. However, there  are  
plenty of books w here ch ild ren  define them selves ag a in st school or 
get aw ay from  school in  order to find an  app rop ria te  learn ing  
situa tion . An analysis of books th a t  ch ild ren  read  provides insigh t 
no t only into school, b u t also  education  an d  learning. W hat types of 
learn ing  do ch ild ren  do well w ith? W hat educational se ttings an d  
m ethods succeed? Do those  e lem ents overlap w ith school se ttings, 
an d  w hen they  d o n ’t, w hy d o n ’t they?
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C h a pt e r  4  
D a t a  P r ese ntat io n
In th is  ch ap te r, the  p rim ary  w orks u sed  for the  an a ly sis  are  
p resen ted . D ata  includes a n  overview of the  w ork or w orks, no t 
necessarily  from the  perspective of a  plot sum m ary , b u t to give a  
context for the  books a s  significant w ith regard  to tim e period, 
ch a rac te r developm ent, accep tance  by various au d iences, an d  so on. 
The p resen ta tio n  also includes a  list of all titles in  a  series or 
represen ta tive  titles w hen th e  list is cum bersom e.
4.1 Anne of G reen G ables
Anne o f Green Gables h a s  rem ained  p o pu la r for a  h u n d red  
years an d  draw s 350,000  to u ris ts  an n u a lly  to see th e  G reen G ables 
H ouse w here a u th o r  L.M. M ontgom ery lived
fh ttp : /  / www. gov. p e .ca  /  1mm / in dex .php3). The book is se t in  Prince 
Edw ard Island , C an ad a  an d  tells th e  ad v en tu res an d  m isad ven tu res 
of Anne Shirley, a  little o rp h an  girl.
A nne’s p a re n ts  were bo th  teach ers , b u t died of illness w hen 
the girl w as a  baby. Anne is ra ised  in various low-income, 
dysfunctional fam ilies w here she  began  earn ing  h e r keep a t  an  early
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age by doing housew ork  an d  looking after children . At age eleven, 
Anne is sen t to an  o rphanage w here she  resides for several m o n th s 
before a  m iscom m unication  s ta r ts  h er on the  p a th  th a t  will lead to 
her unlikely  new  family.
M atthew  an d  M arilla C u th b ert are  aging siblings who live 
together a t  G reen G ables. M athew  ru n s  th e  farm  in a  shy  an d  quiet 
way, an d  M arilla ru n s  th e  h o use  in  a  severe, n o -n on sen se  style.
Due to M athew ’s age, they  decide to ad o p t a  boy from th e  o rphanage 
to help  o u t on th e  farm . A m iscom m unication  sen d s  them  Anne 
instead .
A nne’s com bination  of intelligence, m elodram a, ea rn es tn ess , 
w illingness, an d  u n in ten tio n a l calam ities soon win the  C u th b e r ts ’ 
h ea rts , an d  they  decide n o t to send  h er away. The book chronicles 
A nne’s w ell-in tentioned d isa s te rs  a s  h e r d istrac tio n s in to  th e  realm  
of im agination  an d  h er m ix ture of k ind  sou l an d  h o t tem per 
continually  get h er in to  trouble. She accidentally  in toxicates h er 
b es t friend, d ies h e r h a ir  green, falls off a  roof, an d  o th er 
adven tu res. At school, Anne finds m ore w ays to get herself in to  
trouble. After being teased  by flirta tious boy, Anne becom es fu rious 
an d  sm ash es  h er sla te on the  boy’s head . W hen the  school teach er 
is looking for a  scapegoat, A nne’s w rea th  of flowers se ts  h e r a p a r t
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from th e  o ther s tu d e n ts  an d  she is m arked  for p u n ish m en t while a  
large g roup  of s tu d e n ts  escapes.
G radually , Anne lea rn s from h er escapades, an d  she proves 
herself s tu d io u s  in  sp ite of in te rru p tio n s. She proves an  invaluable 
help  to M athew an d  M arilla bo th  w ith  help ing a t G reen G ables an d  
providing a  new  po in t of a tta ch m e n t for the  two a d u lts  w ho h ad  
never h ad  a  child to care  ab o u t before. S truc tu ra lly , M arilla is the 
ch a rac te r w ith  the  stron g est arch ; she g radually  softens u n d e r 
A nne’s re len tless influence an d  develops bo th  love an d  h e r sen se  of 
hum or.
Anne of Green Gables is followed by several o th er books 
following Anne th ro u gh  h e r fu rth e r education , teach ing  career, 
m arriage an d  children , etc. They include Anne of Avonlea, Anne of 
the Island, Anne o f Windy Poplars, Anne's House o f Dreams, Anne of 
Ingleside, Rainbow Valley, an d  Rilla of Ingleside.
4. 2 R am ona Q uim by
R am ona G eraldine Q uim by w as crea ted  by Beverly C leary as  a  
very young child  who annoyed  h e r big sis ter, B eatrice (Beezus). 
R am ona’s dynam ic personality  developed, an d  eventually , R am ona
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becam e th e  s ta r  of h er own collection of books th a t a re  p e rh ap s  the 
best-know n of all C leary’s large body of work.
The titles of the  Ramona books give insigh t in to  R am ona’s 
ch a rac te r developm ent over the  years. The books rep resen t roughly 
one year each  w ith  la ter books corresponding  to school years.
Beezus and Ramona, Ramona the Pest, Ramona the Brave, Ramona 
Quimby, Age 8, Ramona Forever, and Ramona's World a s  well a s  
Ramona and Her Mother an d  Ramona and Her Father. W ith Beezus 
and Ramona, R am ona is only a  four-year-old who terrorizes h e r big 
sister. As the  books con tinue, R am ona still h a s  m ore of h e r sh a re  of 
trouble an d  m isu n d ers tan d in g s, b u t she gradually  (and painfully) 
lea rn s th e  ru les th a t  the  re s t of the  w orld ru n s  by. In Ramona’s 
World, R am ona is in fourth  g rade an d  is b e tte r able to m anage 
teach ers, p a re n ts  an d  friends, a lth o u g h  life still ju m p s  o u t a t  h e r in 
unexpected  w ays su ch  as  the  tim e th a t  she w as playing a t  a  friend’s 
h o use  an d  th e ir a ttic  gam e resu lted  in R am ona falling th rough  the 
living room  ceiling.
The Ramona books are  all ab o u t how R am ona strugg les to fit 
in w ith society. She h a s  to lea rn  to a d a p t to family life initially, an d  
th en  a t  age five, she h a s  to also lea rn  to a d a p t to school. Initially, 
ru les ab o u t co rrect social behavior a re  fru stra tin g  for Ram ona.
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W hen h er teach e r tells h er to s it in  h e r d esk  for the  p resen t, R am ona 
is c ru sh ed  w hen she finds o u t th a t  she d o esn ’t  ac tually  get a  gift. 
W hen an o th e r girl in  the  c lass  h a s  long, beautifu l, ringlets, R am ona 
d o esn ’t  u n d e rs ta n d  w hy she  is n ’t allowed to pull the  cu rls  th a t  w ork 
ju s t  like a  sp ring—boing! Later on, R am ona h as  to deal w ith  a  boy 
who is a  Yard Ape (R am ona’s n icknam e for th e  so rt of boy who is 
loud an d  teasing  on the  playground) an d  who stea ls  h e r e raser. She 
suffers public hum iliation  w hen everyone is sm ash in g  hard-boiled  
eggs on th e ir h ead s  a t  lunch tim e—an d  h e rs  tu rn s  o u t to be raw. 
D uring the  m iddle two or th ree  books, R am ona’s la rgest concerns 
are  w ith h er teach e r an d  w hether or n o t R am ona is accepted , since 
she so often feels like she is in  d isgrace th ro u gh  an  u n fa ir tu rn  of 
events. If only a d u lts  u n d e rs to o d  Ram ona, th en  they  w ould know  
why she acted  th e  w ay she  did. In a  few places, th e  a d u lts  learn  
m ore ab o u t Ram ona, b u t m ostly  she  gradually  lea rn s ab o u t them , 
an d  ad a p ts  h er behavior from a  wild ball of energy a n d  im agination  
to a  focused girl th a t  h e r m o ther ca n  co u n t on.
4 .3 Ju n ie  B. Jo n e s
B a rb a ra  P ark ’s Ju n ie  B. is a  sp u n k y  girl w ho can  get in to  ju s t  
a s  m u ch  troub le as  e ither A nne or R am ona, a lthough  in h e r own
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style. If Anne w as a  h u n d red  y ea rs  ago, an d  R am ona w as fifty years 
ago, th en  Ju n ie  B. is the  con tem porary  queen  of m iscom m unication . 
While som e ad u lts  worry th a t  Ju n ie  B. will encourage ch ild ren  to be 
rude or to d isresp ec t au tho rity , m any  o th ers agree th a t  she  is a  
funny an d  accu ra te  in te rp re ta tio n  of the  troub les en th u s ia s tic  girls 
have ad ju sting  to school an d  the  w orld a ro u n d  them .
In h e r first adven tu re , Junie B. Jones and the Stupid, Smelly 
Bus, J u n ie  B. s ta r ts  k indergarten . The first day is eventful; Ju n ie  B. 
does n o t like th e  sm ell of th e  b u s  on th e  way to school, an d  does n o t 
like th e  color yellow because  she w as forced to s it in  a  yellow ch a ir 
w hen an o th e r girl took the  red  chair. Ju n ie  B .’s desk  m ate  inform s 
h er th a t  k ids get chocolate m ilk poured  on their h ead s, so the  
m otivation to avoid the  b u s  is even stronger.
S ince she  is a t  the  b ack  of th e  line a s  the o th er ch ild ren  get 
ready to go hom e, it is a  sim ple m a tte r  for h e r to s tay  beh ind  in the 
classroom  an d  hide in  the  supp ly  closet. O nce inside, Ju n ie  B. falls 
asleep, w hich gives everyone tim e to leave the  building. J u n ie  B. 
th en  proceeds to explore the  school. She helps herself to b an d -a id s 
in the  n u rs e ’s office, gum s u p  the  pencil sh a rp en e r w ith  a  red 
crayon while she  is in  the  library, an d  eventually  calls the  one phone 
n u m b er she know s: 911. Ju n ie  B. does end  u p  w ith a n  em ergency—
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a  bathroom  em ergency, an d  the  ja n ito r  saves the  day  ju s t  before the  
fire d ep a rtm en t an d  an  angry  m o ther show  up.
Ju n ie  B. co n tin u es to in te rp re t life in  h er own w ay th ro u gh  
k indergarten  an d  on in to first grade. She is a  m istress  of fru stra tin g  
ad u lts , som etim es because  of young-child  s tu b b o rn n ess , an d  
som etim es because  h e r en th u s ia s tic  way of approach ing  the  world 
does n o t overlap w ith a d u lts ’ percep tions of reality. Som etim es the  
plots involve learn ing  a  lesson.
For exam ple, in Junie B. Jones Loves Handsome Warren, Ju n ie
B. tries to have the  clo thes an d  accessories th a t  h e r friends do so 
th a t  she  can  be the  b es t a t  im pressing  W arren, th e  new  boy. In the 
end, they  becom e friends b ecau se  h e r personality  a n d  p e rs is ten t 
efforts m ake h im  laugh. They bo th  agree to being goof balls an d  the  
book en d s happily. In o th er books, su ch  a s  Junie B. Jones is a 
Graduation Girl, Ju n ie  B. h a s  a  m isadven tu re  w hich requ ires p u ttin g  
the w orld b ack  in balance, b u t there  is n ’t  an  easily-spotted  m oral to 
the story.
The Junie B. books are  on a  lower reading-level th a n  either 
Anne or Ramona, w hich gives P ark  room  for m ultip le, sh o rt volum es. 
C urren tly  th ere  are  over 25 books an d  m ore on th e  way.
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4.4 C ap tain  U nd erp an ts
Dav Pilkey, a u th o r  of su c h  questionab le  literary  gem s as  The 
Dumb Bunnies an d  Super Diaper Baby, h it a  m ark e t th irs ty  for high- 
in terest, low-reading-level books w ith h is Captain Underpants series. 
Pilkey’s u n ab ash ed ly  crude a n d  lengthy titles give a  flavor for the 
text an d  illu stra tio n s inside. Pilkey p u b lish es w ith Scholastic an d  
sells m illions of copies. All of h is  w orks do well, b u t th e  Captain 
Underpants series is the  m o st popu lar. There are  seven books to 
date  an d  p lan s for more:
1. The Adventures of Captain Underpants
2. Captain Underpants and the Attack o f the Talking Toilets
3. Captain Underpants and the Invasion o f the Incredibly Naughty 
Cafeteria Ladies from Outer Space (and the Subsequent Assault 
of the Equally Evil Lunchroom Zombie Nerds)
4. Captain Underpants and the Perilous Plot o f Professor 
Poopypants
5. Captain Underpants and the Wrath of the Wicked Wedgie- 
Woman
6. Captain Underpants and the Big, Bad Battle of the Bionic 
Booger Boy Part 1
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
7. Captain Underpants and the Big, Bad Battle o f the Bionic 
Booger Boy Part 2
The bath room  h u m o r an d  conflict w ith  au th o rity  are  obvious red 
flags for conservative p a re n ts  a n d  ed u ca to rs , b u t the  problem  is th a t 
the books really are  funny. Pilkey h a s  a  nice pace, a n  ironic self­
aw areness, an d  a  touch  of deco nstru c tio n ism  in h is  ap p ro ach  to the 
stories. All of the  books take place prim arily  a t  school. In general, 
the school is openly hostile, w ith  a  p rincipal who h a te s  th e  boys for 
the ir creative p ran k s  an d  a  teacher, Ms. Ribble, w ho m atch es h er 
nam e an d  w an ts  h er s tu d e n ts  to feel th e  sam e way.
The books are  full of im probable, h igh-tech  inventions su ch  as  
the  Com bine-O -Tron 2000, w hich looks like a  big ice cream  cone b u t 
ac tually  h a s  rays th a t  com bine selected ta rge ts  su ch  a s  a  h am ste r 
an d  a  bionic robot skeleton. T hese inventions cau se  enough  trouble 
(such as  w hen Melvin Sneedly, a  hu m an o id  bionic robot skeleton, 
an d  a  very gooey sneeze are  com bined—hence, the  Bionic Booger 
Boy), b u t even m ore troub le com es w hen periodic evil sc ien tis ts  
(Professor Poopypants) or c rea tu re s  from o u te r space (like the  
sin is te r K laxette, Zorxette, an d  Jen n ife re tte  who pose a s  cafeteria 
ladies) get into the  p icture .
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Com bine all of the  classic adven tu re  conventions w ith  a  series of 
p ran k s , an d  you get th e  idea. For exam ple, George an d  H arold give 
an  excellent classroom  d em o n stra tio n  on how to m ake a  “sq u ish ie” 
by folding an d  securing  a  k e tch u p  p acket u n d e r a  toilet se a t so th a t  
the k e tch u p  sq u irts  all over w hen p re ssu re  is applied.
The two friends also liven u p  the  illu stra tio n s th a t  com plem ent 
the text. D uring m om ents of exposition or occasionally  even ch ase  
scenes, George an d  H arold p au se  to change a ro u n d  th e  le tte rs  of the  
m any m ovable-text m arquees th a t  are  a b u n d a n t in Pilkey’s world. 
These creative spelling exercises are  u su a lly  full of ba th room  h u m o r 
an d  are  often som eth ing  th a t  a  conservative ad u lt w ould avoid 
read ing  aloud. For exam ple, th e  sign “CHECK OUT OUR SCHOOL’S 
BIG INTERNET WEBSITE AT WW W.JHES.COM!” becom es “WE 
SHAKE OUR BIG BUTTS WHEN WE SWIM IN THE TOILET” after 
George an d  H arold have fin ished w ith it (Booger Boy, P a rt 2 76-78).
G enerally, the  values are  broad , an d  saving th e  w orld is the  order 
of the  day. However, ju s t  a s  George an d  H arold fin ish  se tting  the 
world to righ ts, one m ore c rea tu re  craw ls o u t of the  co rner an d  we 
end w ith  a  cry of “Oh no! Here we go again!”
While som e ad u lts  m ay balk  a t  th ese  books, som eone buys 
m illions of copies, an d  som e p a re n ts  give in w hen boys w ho have
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never vo luntarily  read  a  book before gobble u p  th e  volum es an d  a sk  
for m ore. Pilkey, who h im self w as a  “poor” s tu d e n t u n til a  college 
professor noticed an d  ac tually  encouraged  h is  comic books, seem s 
to identify w ith  the  unlikely  elem entary  scho lars an d  com m unica tes 
in sp ite of u sin g  text a s  the  m edium .
4.5 H arry Potter
Anyone who needs an  overview of J.K . Rowling’s Harry Potter 
books is in  a  m inority  since ad u lt an d  ch ildren  read  th ese  books, re ­
read  them , w atch  the movies, an d  w ait im patiently  for th e  nex t one. 
M uch a s  J.R .R . Tolkein’s books have done, Potter books have 
achieved two th ings: they  bridge a  generational gap of read ers , an d  
they have stren g th en ed  a  m ark e t for longer ch ild ren ’s books, 
especially in  th e  fan tasy  genre. S uch  followers a s  C hristopher 
Paolini’s Eragon an d  Eldest a s  well a s  J o n a th a n  S tro u d ’s Bartimaeus 
Trilogy an d  Angie Sage’s Septimus Heap books ride, a t  lea s t in 
length , on th e  coat-ta ils  of the  prolific Rowling. A nother first for the 
series is the  previously u n h e a rd  phenom enon  of a  ch ild ren ’s book 
becom ing a  bestse ller before it is released. Since Harry Potter books 
have becom e u b iqu ito u s, it is com m on for p re-ordering  of 
an tic ipated  books.
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The basic idea of Harry Potter is th a t  m agic is real, an d  there  
is a  w izard an d  w itch com m unity  th a t  ex ists w ithou t non-m agical 
people, or m uggles, know ing ab o u t it. At th e  beginning of th e  first 
book, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (Harry Potter and the 
Philosopher’s Stone in  the  UK), H arry lives w ith h is  a u n t, uncle , an d  
cousin. They are  neglectful, bordering  on abusive. However, a  
series of le tte rs  eventually  reaches H arry a n d  inform  him  th a t  he is a  
w izard an d  h a s  been accepted  to H ogw arts, a  board ing  school for 
w izards an d  w itches. E ach  book co rresponds w ith a  school year a s  
H arry leaves the  d istaste fu l hom e of h is  relatives, an d  m ost of the  
stories tak e  place after H arry gets aw ay from the  m uggle world.
In spite of the  m any  benefits of being in the  m agical 
com m unity, H arry’s new w izard w orld isn ’t  perfect. Lurking beh ind  
each  story  is the  th re a t of Lord V oldem ort, referred to by m ost 
w izards a s  “H e-W ho-M ust-Not-Be-N am ed.” This evil w izard an d  h is 
followers, called d ea th  ea te rs , lo st power w hen V oldem ort a ttem p ted  
to kill H arry a t  age one. D ue to th e  pro tection  of h is  m o th e r’s love 
an d  life sacrifice, H arry becom es the  only one to survive V oldem ort’s 
killing cu rse . Hence, a s  V oldem ort p lan s h is re tu rn  to power, 
d isposing  of H arry Potter is h igh on h is list.
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A round th e  d a rk n e ss  of evil a n d  th e  co n seq u en t com plicated 
politics as  leaders try  to decide w h a t to do, is the fun, som etim es 
kooky a tm osphere  of H ogw arts. Fred an d  George W easely, b ro th e rs  
of H arry’s b es t friend, Ron W easely, add  to the  levity th a t  ba lances 
o u t the  d a rk  forces beh ind  th e  Potter stories. Fred an d  George are  
m ore in terested  in perfecting th e ir p ra n k s te r  skills th a n  in getting 
good grades. They w ork very h a rd  a t  spells th a t will m ake a  toy 
w and p u n c h  you in the  eye, b u t they  d o n ’t  care m u ch  ab o u t 
following th e ir older b ro th e rs ’ exam ples of excellent g rades an d  
leadersh ip  positions.
Eventually, in  the ir seven th  an d  final year a t  H ogw arts, the  
tw ins have a  ru n -in  w ith  the  new  h ead m istress , Professor Umbridge. 
In stead  of com plying or being expelled, th e  tw ins call u p  their 
b room sticks an d  ride off in  to th e  su n se t. Not to be entirely  
excluded from su b seq u en t books, Fred an d  George open  a  
successfu l joke shop  w ith cap ita l th a t  H arry won in a  com petition 
an d  gave them  a t  the  end  of th e  fourth  book.
The six books in the series include:
1. Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone
2. Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets
3. Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban
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4. Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire
5. Harry Potter and the Order o f the Phoenix
6. Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince
A seven th  book is schedu led  to ca rry  H arry th ro u gh  h is  final year a t  
Hogwarts.
4.6  Frindle
Andrew C lem ents tells the  sto ry  of how Nick Allen an d  Mrs. 
G ranger battle  over a  word. At first the  w ord “frindle” is a  n o nsen se  
word—it is invented, an d  h a s  no recognized signified. However, after 
an  a ssig n m en t on the  origins of w ords, Nick decides to try  an  
experim ent on inventing  a  new  word. He an d  h is friends begin u sin g  
the w ord “frindle” to describe a  w riting in s tru m e n t th a t  u se s  ink.
Mrs. G ranger fights back , defending th e  d ictionary  an d  
dem and ing  resp ec t for th e  E nglish language. She se ts  the  w ord 
“pen” a s  a  spelling w ord every week, a n d  every w eek th e  fifth grade 
spell it f-r-i-n-d-l-e. M ost of them  also have to stay  after school 
every day. Mrs. G ranger se ts  a  w riting p u n ish m en t for ch ildren  
u sin g  th e  w ord “frindle.”
However, publicity  changes the  tide of events. F irst, the  
new spaper an d  th en  television new s interview  for the  story. Later, a
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com m unity  m em ber sees the  m arketing  po ten tial of th e  w ord an d  
registers it a s  a  tradem ark , begins selling p en s w ith  “frindle” 
stam ped  on them , an d  looks in to  o th er frindle m erchand ise . He also 
b rings a  check  over to Nick’s father.
Over tim e, Nick’s s tu b b o rn n ess  an d  the  successfu l m arketing  
of the  w ord win out. The school year ends, an d  while the  excitem ent 
dies down, u se  of the  w ord “frindle” does not. Ten years p ass , an d  
eventually, Mrs. G ranger an d  Nick exchange tokens of m u tu a l 
respect, one of w hich is a  d ictionary  Mrs. G ranger gives to Nick, a  
new edition th a t  includes a n  en try  for “frindle.”
While th is  story  is clearly a  boy v ersu s the in s titu tio n  story, 
C lem ents is careful to keep th e  tension  down. Mrs. G ranger is 
d isapproving an d  determ ined. The p rincipal an d  Nick’s p a re n ts  are  
concerned, b u t now here is th ere  an  u ltim a tu m  for Nick or au th o rity  
figures th a t  becom e vilified. Mrs. G ranger ap p ears  to be the  villain 
for m ost of the  book, b u t C lem ents tries to redeem  h er by arran g in g  
the ending  to inform  Nick an d  th e  read er th a t  she in ten tionally  
provided opposition  in o rder to encourage Nick to keep going in 
reverse-psychology style.
W hile C lem ents does n o t have a  series, he h a s  a  collection of 
p o pu lar (some n atio n al bestsellers) books th a t  focus on ten sio ns in
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school. A sam ple list of titles is: The Laundry News, The Janitor’s 
Boy, The School Story, a n d  The Report Card. His w ork is based  on 
h is teach ing  experience in  the  public school system  an d  explores the 
b oundaries of child creativ ity / iden tity  an d  ad u lt au tho rity .
4.7 N arnia
C.S. Lewis w as a  professor an d  scho lar, b u t th e  w ork he is 
bes t know n for is h is  seven-volum e collection of books ab o u t the 
land  of N arnia. The sto ries are  n o t directly  connected  to each  o ther. 
Even w hen the  books have all or som e of the  sam e m ain  ch arac te rs , 
they read  like sep ara te  ad v en tu res  an d  n o t like in teg ra ted  sequels. 
They do roughly  follow the  developm ent of all of N arn ian  h isto ry  w ith 
the first chronological book (though n o t the  first book w ritten) 
describ ing  th e  creation  of N arnia an d  the  seventh  book includ ing  the 
end  of N arnia, the  d ea th s  of several of the  original m ain  ch a rac te rs , 
an d  the  jo u rn ey  to A slan’s co u n try  after death .
Probably the  m ost widely read  of the  books is th e  first one,
The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe. F our children , Lucy,
E dm und , S u san , an d  Peter Pevensie, travel to the  co u n try  to escape 
the  bom bing of London d u ring  W orld W ar II. The four a re  sen t to 
the h o use  of a  reclusive professor w ho h a s  a  cranky  housekeeper.
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One ra iny  day, the  four are  playing hide an d  seek. Lucy, the  
youngest, h ides in a  large w ardrobe, an d  finds h erself in  the  lan d  of 
Narnia. She m eets w ith  a  faun , Mr. T u m n us, an d  goes hom e w ith 
him  to tea , w here she lea rn s  all ab o u t N arnia an d  the  W hite W itch, 
who m akes it alw ays w inter an d  never C hristm as.
On Lucy’s th ird  a n d  u n in ten tio n a l visit, the  o th er th ree  come 
w ith h e r an d  they  find them selves involved in a  w ar betw een the  
W hite W itch an d  the  followers of Aslan. A slan is the  g rea t Lion, who 
is s tru c tu ra lly  a  m en to r an d  sym bolically a  C hrist figure. After 
m any struggles an d  a  fierce b a ttle  in  the  com pany of ta lk ing  an im als 
an d  m ytholigically-based ch a rac te rs  su ch  a s  c e n tau rs  a n d  dryads, 
the  ch ild ren  defeat the  W itch a n d  h er forces. They th en  fill th e  four 
th ro n es in th e  palace by the  sea  an d  reign happily  for y ea rs  u n til 
one day  w hen the  a d u lt Pevensies stum ble  u p on  a  barely- 
rem em bered p a th  th a t  leads them  back  th rough  the  w ardrobe an d  
into o u r world. Since N arn ian  tim e does n o t take u p  any  of ou r 
tim e, the  ad u lts  becom e ch ild ren  again.
O ther ad v en tu res d o n ’t la s t for qu ite  so m any  years. Also, 
o ther ch a rac te rs  a re  added  to the  stories bo th  from o u r w orld an d  
the N arn ian  world. As the  ch ild ren  grow older, they  cease to be 
allowed b ack  into N arnia. In th is  way, Lewis is able to have fresh
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ch a rac te r developm ent in  each  story. The chronicles, (in reading  
o rder ra th e r  th a n  by da te  of publication) a re  as  follows:
1. The Magician’s Nephew
2. The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe
3. The Horse and his Boy
4. Prince Caspian
5. The Voyage o f the Dawn Treader
6. The Silver Chair
7. The Last Battle
4.8 A rtem is Fowl
While Eoin Colfer u se s  m ythology in h is  books, h is fairies have 
no th ing  to do w ith  flowers, tinkling  noises, or an y th ing  to do w ith 
pastels. The two best w ords to describe fairies in Colfer’s w orld are  
“tough” an d  “technological.” According to Colfer, fairies, pixies, 
goblins, dw arfs an d  su ch  do exist. However, a t  som e po in t after the  
Middle Ages w hen h u m a n s  began  to m ultiply, fairies w ent 
u n derg ro u nd  to avoid conflict w ith  th e  less technologically advanced  
b u t m ore b ru ta l species.
Fairies com bine m agic (such a s  healing  powers) w ith  
technology th a t  w ould su rp a ss  Ja m e s  B ond’s w ildest d ream s. The
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only problem  is w hen they  ru n  u p  ag a in st a  h u m a n  w ho is genius 
enough to o u tsm a rt them —a tw elve-year-old genius, of course.
A rtem is Fowl is the  heir of Fowl M anor, a  legacy of Fowls who 
have m ade the ir fo rtune in eth ical—if n o t exactly legal—b u sin ess  
dealings. While still healthy , th e  family b an k  acco u n ts  are  n o t w hat 
they once were. Besides th a t, A rtem is’ fa ther is m issing  an d  h is 
m other lives in a  fan tasy  world. Fowl, then , is in  charge of the  
family affairs. He h a s  done h is  hom ew ork an d , w ith  th e  help  of h is  
im pressively tra ined  an d  m assive bodyguard, B utler, he se t in 
m otion a  p lan  to k idnap  a  fairy a n d  th en  re tu rn  th e  hostage  in 
exchange for one m etric ton  of gold.
The fairy he h ap p en s  to k idnap  is Holly Short, a  tough  officer 
in  the  LEP (Lower E lem ents Police) recon u n it. While in th e  old days 
LEPrecons u sed  to w ear green h a ts  an d  shoes w ith buck les, now 
they w ear s te a lth  su its , electronic w ings, a n d  a  variety  of cool 
w eapons a n d  gadgets. She an d  h er com m ander, Ju l iu s  Root, are  
alm ost a  m atch  for Fowl. Eventually, Fowl’s u n an tic ip a ted  guilt an d  
sh a red  trau m atic  experiences (such  a s  fighting a  m assive troll) an d  
the healing  Holly perform s on Fowl’s m o ther convinces h im  to 
release Holly w ith half of h er ran so m  an d  for them  p a r t  a s  n o t quite 
friends, b u t w ith  a  hea lthy  resp ec t for each  other.
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In th e  second book The Arctic Incident, a  goblin u p ris in g  
u n derg ro u nd  forces the  LEP to a sk  Fowl for help. In exchange, Fowl 
a sk s  for help  finding h is m issing  father, an d  coincidentally, the  two 
goals becom e in tertw ined. T hrough  th e  second a n d  the  th ird  books, 
A rtem is no t only goes th ro u g h  ac tion-packed  ad v en tu res, b u t he 
also begins to develop an  in te re s t in  m orals an d  re la tio n sh ip s th a t  
change h im  into a  m ore h u m an e  person  a n d  less a  calcu la ting  
crim inal. At the  end  of the  th ird  book, The Eternity Code, th e  fairies 
decide th a t  A rtem is know s too m u ch  ab o u t them . They carry  o u t a  
selective m ind  wipe to e rase  all h is  m em ories of the  People (as they 
call them selves). In the  fourth  book, The Opal Deception, it tu rn s  
ou t th a t  Fowl’s help  is needed again  to save the fairy w orld from an  
evil plot. The only problem  is th a t  he c a n ’t rem em ber them . Holly is 
shocked to see how cold an d  unfeeling A rtem is h a s  becom e w ithou t 
h is m em ories of in teraction  w ith fairies. In th e  end, A rtem is gets h is 
m em ory back  an d  im proves h is re la tionsh ip  w ith h is  p a ren ts . Holly 
an d  A rtem is are  friends, an d  b ecau se  Holly decides to leave the 
politics of the  force an d  becom e a  private detective, the  fu tu re  
p rom ises m any  m ore o ppo rtun ities for them  to w ork together.
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4.9 M onster
Monster (m eant for ages 12 an d  up) by W alter D ean M eyers is 
a  screenplay  th a t  the m ain  ch a rac te r, Steve H arm on crea tes in order 
to express a n d  w ork th ro u g h  th e  experience th a t  he h ad  in being 
involved w ith  a  m u rd er trial. Steve is accu sed  of being a n  accessory  
to a  robbery  d u rin g  w hich th e  sto re keeper w as killed.
In the  work, Steve does n o t p lead h is  own innocence to the 
reader directly. Even th o ug h  he m anages to be acq u itted  a t  the  end, 
the m om ent of joy tu rn s  to d read  as  he sees the d isconnection  of h is  
a tto rney  an d  the  d o u b t in h is p a re n ts  faces. He w onders if even 
though  he h a s  been declared  innocen t, everyone will see h im  a s  a  
m onster.
M ost of the  screenplay  focuses on Steve's experiences in ja il 
an d  w ith the  legal p rocess. It begins w ith Steve in ja il feeling lonely 
an d  scared . The events th a t  lead to the  tria l are  told th ro u g h  the 
screenplay  in a  series of rem em brances an d  testim ony  given d u ring  
the trial. Again, the  screenplay  does n o t au tom atically  take S teve’s 
side, even th o ug h  it tries to m ake c lear th a t  w hether or n o t Steve is 
guilty, he is still a  young boy w ho is afraid  of being stripped  of h is 
h u m an ity  by everyone who m ark s him  a s  a  crim inal w ith  no o ther 
identity  possible.
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W hile school only plays a  sm all role in  the  b ack  story  of the 
screenplay, th a t  role becom es cruc ia l to Steve’s ability  to m ake sense  
of h is overw helm ing experiences. His teacher, Mr. Sawicki, h ad  the 
c lass in  the  m iddle of a  project w here they  w rite an d  film a 
docum en tary  ab o u t th e ir neighborhood. Steve’s w ork on h is project 
w as in te rru p ted  by going to jail, obviously, b u t  once there , he u sed  
the  assig n m en t to w rite a  new  version of th e  project th a t  becam e the 
book itself. Steve h ad  been in terested  in h is  project previously, b u t 
after he is in  jail, it becom es a  tool to keep h is  san ity  a n d  to help 
him  create  som e k ind of sense  from th e  vortex h is  life ap p ea rs  to 
him.
4 .10 Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle
Betty M acD onald crea ted  a  im aginative in te rp re ta tio n  of the 
world th ro u g h  h er Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle books. Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle is a  
b it like Mary Poppins, b u t m u ch  m ore laid back. The four books in 
the series a re  filled w ith  episodes in  w hich Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle helps 
cu re  the  various ch a rac te r  fau lts  of children . Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle, 
Hello, Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle, Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle’s Magic, an d  Mrs. Piggle- 
Wiggle’s Farm.
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The s tru c tu re  of all the  books is the  sam e. E ach  ch ap te r is 
ab o u t a  child  or ch ildren  in the  neighborhood w ith a  ce rta in  
behavior or ch a rac te r  “illness.” Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle’s philosophy is 
th a t ch ildren  are  basically  good b u t som etim es they  get illnesses. 
J u s t  like a  child  w ould get th e  flu or th e  ch icken  pox, som etim es 
they becom e bullies, w on’t p u t th e ir toys away, ta ttle  tail, or w on’t 
take  a  b a th . M ost stories s ta r t  o u t w ith  p a re n ts  who are  reaching  
the ir w its’ end. They know  som ething  m u s t be done, b u t they  d o n ’t 
know  w hat. After som e fru itless calls a ro u n d  the  neighborhood, 
som eone suggests Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle, an d  th e  day is saved.
The cu res  vary qu ite  a  b it in  type an d  the ex ten t of th e ir 
realism . Some involve m agic, som e involve ex trao rd inary  an im als, 
o ther have special equ ipm ent, a n d  som e are  ju s t  good ideas th a t 
w ork o u t in  funny  ways. For exam ple, in  “The R adish  C ure” (Mrs. 
Piggle-Wiggle) P atsy  is a  nice little girl who does n o t w an t to take a  
ba th . Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle suggests th a t  P a tsy ’s m o ther buy  som e 
rad ish  seeds an d  allow Patsy  to avoid b a th s  all together. W ithin a  
couple of w eeks, enough  d irt h a s  collected all over h e r th a t  she stays 
hom e from ch u rc h  to keep from frightening anyone. F ortunate ly  
th is  inciden t tak es  place in th e  su m m er so school a tten d an ce  is n ’t  a  
problem . Following Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle’s advice, P a tsy ’s m o ther an d
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fa ther p la n t seeds on h er a rm s an d  face. The rad ish es grow in a  
couple of days, an d  a t  the  h o rro r of seeing herself sp ro u t, Patsy  
tak es  a  long show er, u se s  two b a rs  of soap, an d  is fully cured.
O ther episodes are  m ore m agical in n a tu re . W hen Evelyn 
Rover an d  Mary Crackle becom e chronic w hisperers w ho are  alw ays 
h issing  gossip beh ind  th e ir h a n d s  to each  o ther an d  driving the  re s t 
of the  w orld crazy, Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle provides w hisper sticks to 
M ary’s m other. The two girls su ck  on them , an d  th e ir voices becom e 
a  p e rm an en t w hisper so th a t  eventually  no one can  h e a r them .
Since th e  girls d o n ’t  realize w hy they  are  being ignored by 
everyone—including  each  o ther—relationsh ip  difficulties a rise  in 
w hich w hispering  is blam ed. The girls eventually  decide to give u p  
th e ir “h u sh , h u sh  club” an d  find m ore constructive activities.
The slow -eater, tiny-bite tak e r gets sm aller a n d  sm aller d ish es 
w hich fasc inate  him , b u t m ake h im  so w eak from lack  of food th a t  
he is u n ab le  to take h is tu rn  a t  exercising Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle’s pony. 
He is convinced to ea t a  big m eal of hea lthy  food a n d  im m ediately 
becom es well enough  to guide th e  pony w ith  one h an d . The m o ther 
of a  little girl who an sw ers rudely  borrow s a  p a rro t w ho copies all of 
the ru d e  th in gs so effectively th a t  the  girl u n d e rs ta n d s  how 
d istaste fu l it is.
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W hile th ese  books m ight seem  too didactic to ca rry  on in 
popu larity  for so m any  years, th e  general reaction  seem s to be th a t  
ch ildren  apprecia te  seeing th e  follies of o th er ch ildren  a n d  feel sm a rt 
an d  v irtu o us by com parison , p e rh ap s  tak ing  m en ta l no tes to avoid 
su ch  behavior in th e ir own lives. The c h a ra c te rs ’ flaws are  
exaggerated enough th a t  they  d o n ’t h it too close to hom e, an d  the 
cu res  are  so in teresting  th a t  th e  fun  is seeing how it will work, n o t in 
the  tension  of w hether or n o t a  cu re  will work.
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C h a pt e r  5
L ite r a r y  A n a ly s is : A ll  t h e  Sc h o o l ’s  a  Sta g e
5.1 In troduction
M ost books from th is  s tu d y  depic t a  school th a t  h a s  a  typical 
rou tine  a n d  a  s tru c tu re  fam iliar to m ost or all of the  p artic ip an ts . 
This selection of w orks proved extrem ely typical for th e  larger pool of 
books I selected w orks from. In essence, school w orks in a  
p articu la r, accepted  way, an d  all or nearly  all of the  ch a rac te rs  in 
the book are  fam iliar w ith the  rou tines. E stab lish ing  a n  educational 
s tru c tu re  or w atching  a  group of people becom e fam iliar w ith  a  
c lassroom  s tru c tu re  does n o t carry  enough d ram atic  w eight to 
su s ta in  a  plot.
R ather, conflict com es chiefly from th ree  sources: school in 
conflict w ith a  non-school-re lated  elem ent, school a s  a n  an tag o n is t 
the s tu d e n ts  m u s t defend them selves aga in st, an d  a  single ch a rac te r  
expressing  discom fort w ith  th e  school s tru c tu re , b u t  a ttem p ting  to 
ad ap t to the  expecta tions of th e  school nonetheless. In th is  ch ap te r 
we will focus on th is  th ird  type of school story. It is no tew orthy  th a t  
virtually  all of th e  books I surveyed of th is  th ird  type have female 
p ro tagon ists. T hese books depict girls a ttem p ting  to p lease the
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au th o rity  figures, get along w ith  c lassm ates, an d  conform  to the  
system . However, due to m iscom m unication , lack of u n d e rs tan d in g , 
an d  th e  drive of p ersonal needs, th ese  girls have a  h a rd  tim e 
com plying w ith  th e  system  completely.
W hile books ab o u t boys depict deliberate subversion , the  
books w ith  female p ro tagon ists  depict u n in ten tio n a l subversion  or 
else they  focus on a  series of m isadven tu res . Again, w itho u t the 
tension  of conflict betw een th e  expecta tions of the e s tab lish m en t 
an d  the  s tu d en t, school w ould be a  w ell-run m echan ism  w ithou t 
plot value. The fact th a t  sim ilar issu es  arise  repeated ly  in  th ese  
books ind ica tes th a t  the  conflict betw een th e  cu ltu ra l n o rm s of the 
school env ironm ent an d  the  personalities an d  expecta tions of the 
s tu d e n ts  is m ore likely to occur in  real life.
5.2 Not on th e  Sam e Page
In th e  Junie B. Jones books by B arb ara  Park, h u m o r cen ters  
on m iscom m unication  an d  the  differences betw een values an d  
expecta tions of Ju n ie  B. an d  the  a d u lt world. In th e  first book,
Junie B. Jones and the Stupid, Smelly Bus, Ju n ie  B. begins 
K indergarten an d  gets in to  troub le w hen she  d o esn ’t  u n d e rs ta n d  
how school w orks.
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Before school s ta r ts , J u n ie  B. an d  h er m o ther v isit the 
k indergarten  classroom  an d  teacher, w hom  Ju n ie  B. calls “M rs.” for 
short. W hen Mrs. an d  J u n ie  B .’s m o ther begin d iscu ss in g  the  bus, 
Ju n ie  B. does n o t u n d e rs ta n d  the  con tex t of the  d iscussion . She 
know s w h a t a  b u s  is, an d  th a t  it tak es  you som ew here, b u t she  does 
no t u n d e rs ta n d  the  behaviors requ ired  for riding th e  b u s  to an d  
from school. At the  new  idea of rid ing a  b u s, she says, “T h at idea 
m ade m e feel scary  inside. ‘C ause I never rided [sic] on a  b u s 
before” (5). C onsequently , she  a sk s  w here th e  b u s  is going.
The ad u lts , involved in th e ir own conversation , ignore Ju n ie  
B .’s question . Since the  cu ltu ra l no rm s of school are  fam iliar to 
them , they  fail to realize J u n ie  B .’s need for socialization. Ju n ie  B. 
esca la tes h e r a ttem p ts  to gain inform ation an d  finally s tam p s h er 
foot an d  yells, “YEAH, ONLY WHERE’S THE STUPID SMELLY BUS 
GOIN’ TO?” (6). Ju n ie  B. m u s t re so rt to un accep tab le  behavior in 
order to gain  a tten tio n  an d  the  inform ation she needs in order to 
a ttem p t to resolve h e r concerns ab o u t the  b us.
S tanley  William R othstein , in  h is  book, Schools and Society, 
d iscu sses th e  idea th a t  teach e rs  “ac t a s  ag en ts of the  ad u lt 
com m unity , th a t  they  d irect th e  lives of th e  ch ildren  inside the 
u rb a n  school” (75). R othstein  focuses on th e  negative a sp ec ts  of th is
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role of socialization in the  overall s tru c tu re  of roles in school. The 
role of th e  teach e r is to dom inate, an d  the  role of th e  s tu d e n t is to be 
subm issive.
T hough teach ers  can  u se  th e ir power to play constructive 
roles, the  fact rem ain s th a t  if an y  type of cu ltu re  is to exist, som e 
level of socialization of ch ildren  m u s t be b rough t ab o u t. The focus 
of m y stu d y  is n o t w hether o th er m odels of education  a n d  society 
m ight be an  im provem ent on the  cu rre n t one, b u t how we can  b e tte r 
u n d e rs ta n d  the  c u rren t s tru c tu re  of ed ucation  an d  w ork m ore 
constructively  w ithin  it.
To th is  end, it is im p o rtan t to see th a t  Ju n ie  B. h ad  to dem and  
inform ation to im prove h er own socialization w ithin  th e  cu ltu re  of 
school. She did n o t u n d e rs ta n d  b u s  behavior, an d  needed m ore 
inform ation. W hen p rescribed  m ethods of gaining inform ation were 
u n su ccessfu l (i.e. ask ing  nicely) she  h ad  to re so rt to a  subversive 
m ethod  to gain the  a d u lts ’ a tten tio n . Ju n ie  B. knew  enough  ab o u t 
general behavior in h er cu ltu re  to n o t u se  scream ing  a s  a n  initial 
a ttem p t a t  accessing  inform ation. The scream ing  w as a  deliberate 
an d  ca lcu la ted  b reech  of acceptab le behavior designed to gain  
a tten tion , a lbeit negative. Her fru s tra tio n  a t  no t u n d e rs tan d in g  the  
b u s  p rocedure rose to an  in to lerable level, an d  th e  d isapproval th a t
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w ould re su lt from unaccep tab le  ac ts  w as preferable to con tinu ing  
the psychological tension  she  cu rren tly  experienced.
Clearly, Ju n ie  B. w as n o t in ten tionally  subversive. She w as 
no t trying to un derm in e  th e  school or ad u lt system , a n d  did n o t 
a ttem p t to perm anen tly  change the  power s tru c tu re . However, she 
found it n ecessa ry  to re so rt to unconven tional m ean s to tem porarily  
d is ru p t the  power in a  s itu a tio n  th a t  w as, to her, in tolerable.
M any exam ples in  Junie B. an d  o th er books w ith  female 
p ro tagon ists involve inc iden ts of ap p a re n t subversion  or 
inapp rop ria te  behavior, b u t th e  behavior does no t occur because  the  
girls are  unw illing to becom e socialized in the  cu ltu re . In books 
su ch  a s  Junie B. Jones, the  fem ale p ro tagon ists seek approval from 
the a d u lt au th o rity  figures in the  cu ltu re  an d  are willing to learn  
acceptab le behavior. N evertheless, th e ir ignorance of cu ltu ra l no rm s 
coupled w ith m iscom m unication  re su lts  in  difficulties for them . 
F u therm ore, even th o ug h  they  are  in general willing to conform  to 
cu ltu ra l dem ands, they often have in h eren t desires a n d  values th a t  
conflict w ith  th e  values of th e  school cu ltu re .
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5.3 The Effect of T eacher A ttitude on School
A classic exam ple of confused  com m unication  of values is 
found in L.M. M ontgom ery’s Anne of Green Gables, While A nne is 
eleven y ea rs  old as  the  s to iy  begins, she h a s  no t previously a tten d ed  
school m uch . After she w as o rp h an ed  a s  a  baby, she w as tak en  in 
by a  neighbor. The family she  lives w ith is no t well off, an d  Anne 
m u s t m ake herself u sefu l in  order to keep h er place. Her m ain  ta sk  
is to tend  the  th ree  se ts  of tw ins in  the  H am m ond family, w hich 
teach es h e r skills su ch  as  how to n u rse  a  child th ro u g h  th e  croup , 
b u t does n o t leave m u ch  tim e for school. Anne w as only allowed to 
go to school sporadically  because  th e  H am m onds’ h o use  w as so 
d is ta n t from the  school.
A nne’s childhood is one of privation , so she bu ilds a  d ream  
world a ro u n d  herself for protection. She read s poetry  w hen she can  
get it, an d  m em orizes poem s th a t  she rep ea ts  to herself for the 
com fort of th e  lyricism  an d  the  Rom antic ideas they  convey. Anne 
defines h erself ag a in s t h e r physical su rro u n d in g s , w hich are  poor, 
u n ed u ca ted , and , a t  tim es, abusive, by building ideas of b eau ty  an d  
honor b ased  on R om antic poetry  su ch  a s  T ennyson’s The Lady of 
Shallot. She is good a t  im agining aw ay h er ugly clo thes an d  
un fash ion ab ly  th in , freckled figure into a  lady d ressed  in sa tin  an d
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diam onds. A esthetics in  language an d  ideas are  the  only elem ents 
of h e r life she h a s  control over.
Eventually, Mr. H am m ond dies an d  Mrs. H am m ond b reak s up  
the  househo ld . Anne is se n t to an  o rphanage w here she relies 
heavily on h er im agination  to encourage h er th ro u gh  a  w orld of 
ug liness an d  cheap  m ateria ls sp read  too th in  am ong too m any  
o rp h an s.
The com bination  of R om antic poetry  an d  neglect am ong the 
u n ed u ca ted  p ro le ta ria t hard ly  p rep a res  Anne for prim , conservative, 
p ro te s tan t Avonlea society she finally finds herself in  — especially 
the expecta tions of behavior found in th e  Avonlea school house.
This situ a tio n  se ts  the stage for th e  com ical inc iden ts w here 
A nne’s expecta tions conflict w ith  th e  cu ltu ra l norm s of th e  school.
To guide the  read e r’s in te rp re ta tio n  of events, the n a rra to r  
es tab lish es the  m otives of Mr. Phillips, the  schoolteacher. 
M ontgomery m akes it c lear th a t  Mr. Phillips acqu ired  h is  position 
th ro u gh  nepo tism  an d  th a t  he w as n o t especially in terested  in 
teach ing  or in  h is s tu d en ts . He sp en d s m ost of h is tim e tu to rin g  
Prissy A ndrews a t  the b ack  of th e  classroom . Prissy is a  teenage 
s tu d e n t who is ostensib ly  study ing  for the  Q ueens A cadem e 
en tran ce  exam , b u t there  are  o th er s tu d e n ts  who a re  study ing  to
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en te r Q ueens, an d  Mr. Phillips d o esn ’t  spend  nearly  a s  m u ch  tim e 
w ith them .
The n a rra to r  fu rth e r illum inates the  ch a rac te r  of Mr. Phillips 
directly by saying th a t  on the  afternoon of a  p a rticu la r incident, Mr. 
Phillips is seized by one of h is  “spasm odic fits of reform ”, an d  w arns 
the c lass n o t to be late com ing back  from lu n ch  (M ontgomery “G reen 
G ables” 88). However, w hen  lu n ch  is over an d  the  s tu d e n ts  do n o t 
quite m ake it b ack  before he does, Mr. Phillips is tired  an d  does n o t 
w an t “the  b o ther of p u n ish in g  h a lf a  dozen s tu d e n ts” (90). R ather, 
he looks for a  single s tu d e n t he can  p u n ish  a s  an  exam ple, even 
though  the  s tu d e n ts  h ad  all ru n  in a s  a  group. B ecause A nne is 
w earing a  rak ish  w reath  of flowers in h er h a ir, she  s ta n d s  ou t, an d  
th u s  becom es the  scapegoat.
The p u n ish m en t of m aking  A nne s it w ith G ilbert B lythe w as 
no t physically h a rsh , b u t psychologically, it w as hum ilia ting  to 
Anne. Partially, it w as hum ilia ting  to h e r because  of larger social 
conventions a t  the  tim e. As a  neighbor an d  friend, Mrs. Lynde, p u ts  
it later, “I d o n ’t believe in m aking  the  girls sit w ith the  boys for 
p u n ish m en t. It is n ’t  m odest” (93). Tillie B oulter, an o th e r s tu d e n t 
from the  school w as also “ind ign an t” ab o u t Mr. Phillips’ choice of 
p u n ish m en t (93).
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In add ition  to the  larger cu ltu ra l expectation  th a t  young girls 
an d  boys shou ld  n o t m ix in th a t  p a rticu la r way, Anne h ad  a  
personal grudge ag a in st G ilbert Blythe. The previous day, G ilbert 
h ad  called h er “C arro ts” in order to get h e r a tten tio n  (87). Extrem ely 
sensitive of her, a t  the  tim e, u n fash ion ab le  hair, Anne h ad  
responded  w ith  w rath , yelling a t  h im  in h e r rage an d  cracking  h er 
sla te over h is  head . She h ad  vowed never to forgive him . Hence 
being m ade to sit w ith him  w as additionally  hum ilia ting  to her 
overly-developed code of honor.
She kep t h e r h ead  down on h e r desk , w ould n o t sp eak  to 
anyone, an d  did n o t leave h er d esk  for a  sm all-group  lesson. W hen 
school w as over, she collected h e r belongings an d  left school, 
in tend ing  never to re tu rn .
Indeed, she  does n o t re tu rn  for a  long time. She w orks a t  
hom e, b u t will n o t re tu rn  to school u n til an o th e r m isadven tu re  
m otivates her. One afternoon, A nne’s b es t friend, D iana Barry, is 
invited to tea. The a d u lts  being o u t for a  while, Anne serves her 
friend th e  ra sp b erry  cordial she h ad  been allowed to have for the 
m eal. Anne herself does n o t d rin k  any, due  to h e r ag ita tion  over 
a ttem p ting  to com plete the  cooking p rep ara tio n s w itho u t flaw.
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As it tu rn ed  out, Anne h ad  found the  w rong bottle a n d  h ad  
served D iana c u rre n t wine in stead  of raspberry  cordial. After th ree  
large g lasses of wine, D iana falls ill an d  ru n s  hom e, w here h e r 
exceptionally s tr ic t m o ther finds h e r d ru n k . C onsequently , A nne is 
decreed a  b ad  influence an d  n o t allowed to play w ith  or even sp eak  
to D iana. After th is  event, A nne re tu rn s  to school so th a t  she  can  a t 
lea st look a t  D iana ac ro ss th e  room.
In A nne’s world of partia lly -understood  honor a n d  Rom ance, 
the in su lt dea lt by Mr. Phillips is in to lerable an d  fundam enta lly  
hum iliating . The p u n ish m en t is h a rsh , b u t no t u n en d u rab le  by 
Avonlea’s code of propriety, b u t A nne feels an  add itional re sen tm en t 
a t  being p u n ish ed  while none of th e  o th er s tu d e n ts  are, a s  well a s  
being m ade p articu larly  to sit w ith G ilbert, w hom  sh e  h ad  vowed to 
h a te  forever.
If A nne could com m unicate  w ith Mr. Phillips a s  she  la te r does 
w ith Miss. S tacy (whom Anne adores) th en  p erh ap s  he an d  Anne 
could have com e to u n d e rs ta n d  each  o th e r’s values an d  been able to 
com prom ise in som e fashion. However, Mr. Phillips’ exclusive focus 
on behavior an d  com pliance leaves him  u n ab le  to fulfill the 
educational or o th er needs of h is  s tu d en ts .
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Anne does n o t a tte n d  school a n d  w ould have fallen beh ind  in 
h er s tu d ies  if she  h ad  n o t been m otivated enough to lea rn  in sp ite of 
h er teacher. O ther s tu d e n ts ’ academ ic skills suffer a s  well. While 
Mr. Phillips is a t  the  b ack  of the  classroom  w ith Prissy  A ndrew s the  
o ther s tu d e n ts  a re  left to the ir own devices, “eating  green apples, 
w hispering, draw ing p ic tu res  on th e ir sla tes , an d  driving crickets, 
h a rn essed  to strings, u p  an d  dow n the  aisle” (86). Clearly, Mr. 
Phillips h a s  several a ttitu d e s  ab o u t teach ing  th a t  a re  n o t conducive 
to a  supportive learn ing  environm ent. For Anne, h is  inapp rop ria te  
an d  erra tic  discipline m ak es th e  re la tionsh ip  so u n b earab le  th a t  
Anne re fuses to re tu rn  to school. Though Anne is obed ien t to  Mr. 
Phillips au th o rity  as  a  teacher, he a lienates h er t ru s t  an d  respect.
To com plicate A nne’s perception  of Mr. Phillips a s  a n  au th o rity  
figure, none of th e  o th er ad u lt m em bers of the  com m unity  en ligh ten  
Anne th a t  they find h is behavior in app rop ria te  for h is  role as  
teacher. While com m unity  m em bers su ch  a s  Mrs. Lynde are  willing 
to ta lk  am ongst them selves ab o u t how it w as n o t “m odest” to m ake 
the girls s it w ith  the  boys an d  how they  d isapproved of h is  teach ing  
in general, Mr. Phillips is a  represen ta tive  of the  a d u lt com m unity  
an d  so o ther ad u lts  upho ld  h is  position, even w hen he does no t 
fulfill h is role well. They can  know  th a t  Mr. Phillips is an
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inapp rop ria te  teacher, b u t it d o esn ’t  “do to say  so to th e  children , 
you know ” (93). T hus, while an o th e r ad u lt could have helped Anne 
u n d e rs ta n d  how a  tea ch e r’s role shou ld  be com pleted a n d  how she 
w as u n ju s tly  pu n ish ed , the  o th er a d u lts  upho ld  the  ab so lu te  
au th o rity  of even a  poor teacher.
However, Anne is n o t left forever on h e r own academ ically.
Later, M iss S tacy w orks w ith  h e r in a  com pletely different m anner. 
After they  m eet, Anne describes the  new  teach e r to M arilla, “I love 
Miss Stacy w ith  m y whole h ea rt, M arilla. She is so ladylike an d  she 
h a s  su ch  a  sw eet voice. W hen she  p ronounces m y nam e, I feel 
instinctively th a t  sh e ’s spelling it w ith  an  e” (148-49). There is an  
in te re st M iss S tacy show s in h e r s tu d e n ts  th a t  n o t only w ins A nne’s 
affection, b u t also h er respect.
W hen Anne su ccu m b s to a n  “irresistib le  tem p ta tio n ” an d  
read s Ben Hur du ring  class. M iss Stacy does n o t hum ilia te  h er in 
front of th e  o th er s tu d en ts . She m erely tak es  the  book an d  a sk s  to 
ta lk  to Anne in private d u ring  recess. W hen they  a re  alone together, 
Miss S tacy rem inds Anne of th e  values of school behavior. She 
po in ts o u t th a t  Anne h ad  w asted  h e r tim e an d  h ad  been  deceitful in 
h iding h e r book in a  C an ad ian  h isto ry  reader. Anne is p en iten t an d  
offers a  m u ch  h a rsh e r  p u n ish m en t th a n  M iss Stacy w ould require,
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i.e. n o t read ing  the  book for a  whole week—n ot even to see how the 
chario t race tu rn s  o u t (187). The inc iden t only serves to s tren g th en  
the  re la tionsh ip  betw een A nne an d  h er teacher. A nne’s b reech  of 
proper co n d u c t w as n o t d ram atic , fu rth e r show ing M iss S tacy’s 
u n d e rs tan d in g  of Anne a s  som eone w ho is passionate , s tu b b o rn , 
an d  easily  p u sh ed  into  strong  em otional reaction . By keeping the 
s itua tion  calm  an d  allowing A nne to save face, she bu ild s the 
com m unication  an d  re lationsh ip , ra th e r  th a n  hum ilia ting  an d  
a lienating  h er s tu d en t.
5.4 Behavior. E xpectations, an d  Roles in School
School is largely m ean t to teach  s tu d e n ts  co rrect social 
behavior. T eachers an d  s tu d e n ts  each  have a  role, an d  bo th  soon 
becom e accustom ed  to them . Even w hen s tu d e n ts  a re  no t fam iliar 
w ith the m ain  behaviors assoc ia ted  w ith  school, they  a re  soon 
fam iliar w ith the  general teno r of good s tu d e n t an d  teach e r behavior. 
The old joke ab o u t s tu d e n ts ’ shock  a t seeing a  teach e r ou tside  of th e  
classroom  po in ts u p  the  tendency  for s tu d e n ts  to see teach e rs , no t 
a s  h u m a n  beings w ith iden tities ou tside  of school, b u t only a s  p a r t 
of the school context.
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Even tho ug h  m any  of the  Junie B. books focus on value 
conflicts an d  ignorance of behavioral n o rm s a t  school, Ju n ie  B. 
lea rn s early on to expect “teach e r” behavior from the  teach e r an d  is 
su rp rised  an d  d isorien ted  w hen th e  teach e r m an ifests “ou tside of 
school” behavior. In Junie B. Jones and the Mushy Gushy Valentine, 
Mrs. is explaining the  ritu a l of V alentine ca rd s to the  class. She 
inform s the  ch ildren  of how m any  s tu d e n ts  are  in th e  c lass , an d  
th en  co nnec ts th a t  n u m b er w ith  how m any  valen tines each  child 
shou ld  bring. Ju n ie  B. a sk s  for specifics of how the  V alentine ritu a l 
works:
I tapped  on m y chin.
“Yeah, only w h a t if th e re ’s people in  here  w ho we 
d o n ’t  ac tually  like th a t  m u ch ? Do we have to bring  them  
a  valentim e [sic], too?” (17-18)
Mrs. a s su re s  Ju n ie  B. an d  the  re s t of the  c lass  th a t  the  ru les 
of th e  ritu a l a re  inclusive, th a t  every child b rings a  valen tine for 
every o th er child. Then she s its  back  down a t  h e r desk . Ju n ie  B.
zoom ed u p  there  an d  w hispered in h e r ear. “Yeah, only I 
know  I have to bring  ca rd s  to the  regular boys an d  
girls[...] B u t I d o n ’t  have to bring  ca rd s to th e  big, fat 
stinky  h ead s, do I?”
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All of a  su d d en , Mrs. throw ed h er a rm s in th e  air.
“Yes, Ju n ie  B.! Yes, you do![...] For th e  la s t tim e...you  
will b ring  a  card  for everyone in  Room Nine. Even the  
big, fa t s tinky  heads!”
J u s t  th en , all of Room Nine looked a t  her.
’C ause  teach e rs  a re  n o t supposed  to say  big, fat 
stinky heads, I th ink . (18-19)
The s tu d e n ts  of Room Nine have learned  to expect app rop ria te  
teach er behavior from M rs., a n d  they  are  tak en  off ba lance  w hen she 
does no t comply. Mrs. ac ts  like a  real perso n  an d  u se s  “k id” 
language (i.e. big, fa t s tinky  heads) in stead  of calm ly reinforcing the 
s ta n d a rd  to Ju n ie  B. Mrs. is su pposed  to be a  know ledgeable, 
reasonable , a d u lt w ith no ac tu a l nam e (merely th e  title Mrs.) th a t  is 
always in contro l of the  classroom . She is n o t supposed  to be a  
norm al ou t-o f-schoo l-hum an  w ho becom es fru s tra ted  an d  possibly 
even ra ise s  h e r voice.
Som e teach e rs  like Mr. Phillips from Anne o f Green Gables an d  
Mr. K rupp from  Captain Underpants ab u se  the ir au th o rity  role for 
personal gain. They let th e ir out-of-school in te re s ts  m otivate th e ir 
behavior a s  teach e rs  an d  ad m in istra to rs , m an ip u la tin g  th e  s tu d e n ts
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for the  a d u lt’s benefit. In the  case  of Mr. Phillips it is m erely th a t  he 
does n o t teach  an d  enforce behavior consisten tly  an d  in a  m an n er 
th a t resp ec ts  s tu d en ts . He w an ts  the  sa lary  w ithou t th e  bo the r of 
com pleting h is  role a s  a  teacher. Mr. K rupp, a s  we see m ore fully in 
C hap ter Four, goes even fu rth e r an d  a tte m p ts  to b lackm ail h is 
s tu d en ts .
While th ese  actively negative au th o rity  figures do exist in 
ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re , o ther w orks illu stra te  how teach e rs  allow the ir 
role in  th e  classroom  to define n o t only th e ir behavior, b u t also the  
re la tionsh ip  betw een teach e r an d  s tu d en t. T eachers a re  socialized 
to know  w h a t te a ch e r-s tu d e n t in terac tio n s shou ld  look like, an d  
they project th e ir expecta tions on th e ir in terac tio n s w ith  their 
s tu d en ts .
W hen teach e rs  allow roles to define re la tio n sh ip s in stead  of 
allowing for individual re la tio n sh ip s to be co n stru c ted  betw een 
them selves an d  each  child, th ese  books argue th a t  th e  s tu d e n t is left 
w ithou t an  opening in th e  s tru c tu re  of th e  school cu ltu re  for 
expressions th a t  do n o t fit w ith in  the  bo un d aries of school 
happen ings—including  issu es  involving re la tionsh ips betw een the  
teach er an d  the  s tu d en t. We saw  how in A nne’s case, Mr. Phillips is 
com pletely oblivious to the  significance of the  hum iliation  he u se s  as
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a  p u n ish m en t. Even w hen a  teach e r m ean s well, though , fixed 
definitions of re la tio n sh ip s leave o u t space for individual 
in terac tions th a t  can  cau se  significant, though  u n in ten tio n a l, 
fru stra tio n  for s tu d en ts .
5.5 C om m unicating  B ehind M asks
R am ona Q uim by is the  hero ine of a  series of books w ritten  by 
Beverly Cleary. The books follow R am ona th ro u gh  h er school years, 
w here R am ona h a s  problem s sim ilar to A nne's in  th a t  R am ona h a s  
difficulty w ith  ad u lt expecta tions an d  com m unication . In h er early 
g rades a t  school, R am ona tak es  a  while to u n d e rs ta n d  the  social 
expecta tions of h e r behavior. And n a tu ra lly , h er ignorance c rea tes 
problem s for her. M any of the  of th e  inciden ts in C leary’s books, 
Ramona the Brave, an d  Ramona Quimby, Age 8 cen te r a ro u n d  
m isu n d ers tan d in g s R am ona h a s  w ith  h e r teach er an d  how those 
m iscom m unications color R am ona’s perception  of h erse lf a n d  h er 
ability to perform  in school.
In Septem ber of h e r first-grade year, R am ona’s c la ss  is m aking  
owls o u t of paper bags an d  co n stru c tio n  paper. T hese a r t  pieces are  
significant to R am ona partly  b ecau se  they  are  m ean t to decorate  the
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s tu d e n ts ’ desks for p a re n ts ’ n igh t an d  partly  b ecau se  being allowed 
to w ork on a  creative a r t  project is a  welcome change for Ram ona.
R am ona’s desk  sits  nex t to S u sa n ’s. S u san  an d  R am ona 
conflicted socially in k indergarten  b ecau se  S u sa n ’s long ringlets 
provided an  irresistib le tem p ta tion  for R am ona, who loved to pull 
them  an d  say  “Boing!” even w hen she  knew  she w as n o t supposed  
to. R am ona struggled  over controlling h er behavior an d  m aking  it 
m atch  w ith  the  social norm  all d u ring  k indergarten . D uring th e  owl 
project, R am ona rem em bers k indergarten , is tem pted  to pu ll the 
cu rl again , b u t refrains. She rem in d s h erself th a t  she “is n o t a  
b a b y ’ th is  year.
In add ition  to no t being a  baby, R am ona follows the  d irections 
correctly an d  is careful no t to w aste  p as te  a s  she m akes h e r owl.
Mrs. Griggs p u ts  a  high value on n o t w asting  p ast, a n d  often po in ts 
ou t those  s tu d e n ts  who do or do n o t m eet w ith  h e r approval in th is  
regard. R am ona reflects p roudly  th a t  she is n o t a  paste-w aster.
Even th o ug h  Mrs. Griggs did n o t see h e r w ork yet, R am ona 
an tic ipa tes the  p raise  th a t  she  feels she h a s  earned.
This triu m p h  in acqu iring  responsib le  social behavior for the 
first grade on several levels is significant because  R am ona’s su ccess
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goes u n no ticed  an d  un rew ard ed  b u t h e r su b seq u en t fru stra tio n  over 
m iscom m unication  is noticed.
C leary es tab lish es R am ona a s  a  creative girl. R am ona w an ts 
to m ake h e r owl un ique. The owls all follow the sam e p a tte rn  of a 
brow n bag w ith  co n stru c tio n  p ap er circles an d  triang les for eyes an d  
beak. R am ona follows th e  in s tru c tio n s  correctly b u t exp resses h er 
individuality w hen she d raw s little v’s to m ake it look like h e r owl 
h a s  feathers. She also draw s g lasses an d  m akes h e r owl looking off 
to the  side so th a t  he looks like a  “wise, old owl.”
At th is  p innacle  of accom plishm ent, R am ona looks over an d  
realizes th a t  S u san  h a s  copied h er owl. J u s t  then , Mrs. Griggs 
w alks p a s t an d  notices S u sa n ’s owl first, p ra ising  the  exact elem ents 
th a t  S u san  h a s  copied from  R am ona. R am ona covers h e r owl 
because  in th e  classroom , copying is frowned upon , a n d  since Mrs. 
Griggs saw  S u sa n ’s owl first, R am ona is convinced th a t  she  will 
receive th e  blam e for no t keeping h e r eyes on h er own work. 
U ltim ately, in  rage an d  hum ilia tion  R am ona sc ru n ch es  h e r own owl 
ra th e r  be accu sed  of copying.
Mrs. Griggs, while in  m any  resp ec ts  a  benevolent teacher, 
m isses the  im p ortan t inform ation ab o u t the  reaso n s beh ind  
R am ona’s behavior. She sees R am ona a s  n o t being willing to
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partic ipate . While Mrs. Griggs does n o t m ake an  issu e  o u t of the  
m issing  owl an d  allows R am ona to rem ain  owl-less, she  does no t 
cross into the  realm  of in te rp e rso n a l re la tionsh ip  to com m unicate  
effectively w ith Ram ona.
R am ona is even m ore confused  ab o u t h er re la tio n sh ip  w ith 
her teach e r the  nex t year w hen Mrs. W haley is h e r teach e r d u ring  
the  hard-bo iled  egg fad. S tu d en ts  who bring lu n ch es begin bringing 
sim ilar item s. R am ona w as n o t included  w hen th e  fad w as to bring 
sm all bags of ch ips to school b ecau se  h e r m o ther did n o t approve of 
ju n k  food. However, now the  fad is hard-boiled  eggs, a n d  R am ona 
h a s  one in h er lunch . The preferred  way of cracking  a  hard-boiled  
egg is on the  head . Some give tim id tap s , an d  o th ers w hack. Of 
course, R am ona is a  w hacker, an d  of course  it tu rn s  o u t th a t  h er 
egg is raw.
A little while later, a  R am ona w ith  stiff, eggy h a ir  s its  on the  
cot in  the  office, n o t w an ting  to go back  to class. Mrs. W haley com es 
in an d  m entioned  R am ona to the  secretary. W hen Mrs. W haley 
says, “I h ea r m y little show-off cam e in w ith  egg in h e r hair[...] W hat 
a  n u isan ce ,” she  m ean s getting egg in o n e’s h a ir  is a  n u isan ce , b u t 
R am ona in te rp re ts  w ha t she  h ea rs  to m ean  th a t  she is th e  n u isan ce  
(68). R am ona w orries ab o u t th is  opinion for w eeks b ecau se  she
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w ants to be accep ted  by h er teach e r an d  because  she feels th a t  the 
decree is un fair. She d o esn ’t  believe th a t  she is a  nu isance .
B u t R am ona finds no opportun ity  to ta lk  to Mrs. W haley u n til 
book repo rts  are  assigned. R am ona does n o t feel com fortable in  her 
knowledge of how to fulfill the  assignm en t. After con su ltin g  w ith h e r 
father, she calls h e r friends a n d  a rran g es to give h e r repo rt on The 
Left Behind Cat in  the  sam e form at a s  h e r favorite c a t food 
com m ercial. Ram ona, who loves to m ake th ings o u t of paper, tape , 
an d  stap les, c rea tes ca t m ask s  for h erself an d  the  o th er girls to 
wear.
R am ona’s report goes well u n til th e  very end  w here R am ona 
c a n ’t  rem em ber w ha t she w as supposed  to say. She fin ishes w ith  an  
ad ap ted  tag  line from an  Alka Seltzer com m ercial, “I c a n ’t believe I 
read  the  whole thing!” (158). After the  repo rt the  ch ild ren  leave for 
lunch . R am ona, however stays. She “felt brave beh ind  h e r ca t 
m ask ” (158). From  the  safety of h er m ask , R am ona d ares  to 
app roach  Mrs. W haley. “T h a t w a sn ’t  the  way my repo rt w as 
supposed  to en d .”
“Did you like the  book?” ask ed  Mrs. W haley.
“Not really,” confessed Ram ona.
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“T hen I th in k  it w as a  good way to end  yo ur repo rt,” 
sa id  th e  teacher. “Asking th e  c lass to sell books they 
really  d o n ’t  like is n ’t  fair, now th a t  I stop  to th in k  ab o u t 
it. I w as only trying to m ake book repo rts  a  little 
livelier.”
E ncouraged  by th is  confession an d  still safe beh ind  
h e r m ask , R am ona h ad  the  bo ldness to sp eak  up . “Mrs. 
W haley,” she sa id  w ith h e r h e a r t pounding , “you told 
Mrs. Larson th a t  I’m  a  n u isan ce , an d  I d o n ’t th in k  I 
am .”
Mrs. W haley looked aston ished . “W hen did I say  
th a t? ”
“The day  I got egg in m y h a ir ,” said  R am ona. “You 
called m e a  show-off an d  sa id  I w as a  n u isa n c e .”
Mrs. W haley frowned, th inking. “Why, R am ona, I can  
recall saying som eth ing  ab o u t my little show-off, b u t I 
m ean t it affectionately, an d  I’m  su re  I never called you a  
n u isa n c e .”
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“Yes you did ,” in sis ted  R am ona. “You said  I w as a  
show-off, an d  th en  you said , W h a t a  n u isa n c e .”’
R am ona could never forget those  exact w ords.
Mrs. W haley, who h ad  looked w orried, sm iled in 
relief. “Oh R am ona, you m isu n d ers to od ,” she  said . “I 
m ean t th a t  trying to w ash  egg o u t of y our h a ir  w as a  
n u isan ce  for Mrs. Larson. I d id n ’t  m ean  th a t  you 
personally  were a  n u isa n c e .”
R am ona felt a  little bette r, enough to com e o u t from 
u n d e r h e r m ask  to say, “I w a sn ’t  show ing off. I w as ju s t  
try ing to crack  an  egg on my h ead  like everyone else.”
Mrs. W haley’s sm ile w as m ischievous. “Tell me, 
R am ona,” she said , “d o n ’t you ever try  to show  off?” 
R am ona w as em b arrassed , “W ell...m aybe 
...som etim es, a  little,” she  adm itted . T hen  she  added  
positively, “B u t I w a sn ’t  show ing off th a t  day. How 
could  I be show ing off w hen I w as doing w h a t everyone 
else w as doing?”
“Y ou’ve convinced m e,” sa id  Mrs. W haley w ith a  big 
smile. (158-61)
Ill
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Cleary m anages to p a in t a  lucid  p o rtra it of com m unication  
w ithin  a  few pages of dialogue. At first, R am ona only d a res  ta lk  to 
h er teach e r because  she is alone a n d  b ecau se  the m ask  allows h er a  
way to sp eak  o u t of h e r role a s  a  s tu d en t. The com bination  of the 
tim e an d  the  m ask  create  a  sm all space a p a r t  from th e  norm al 
rou tine of school w here she  a tte m p ts  to d iscu ss  h e r re la tionsh ip  
w ith h e r teacher. It is the  k ind  of conversation  th a t  does n o t fit in 
u n til after th e  bell rings.
While school gives a  m ajor a llo tm ent of tim e for academ ic 
analysis, it gives little space for re la tionsh ip  analysis. R am ona an d  
Mrs. W haley take th e  tim e a p a r t  from  school tim e to d isc u ss  the ir 
re la tionsh ip  ra th e r  th a n  ju s t  a c t on assu m p tio n s. In add ition  to 
reinforcing the ir positive re la tionsh ip , R am ona an d  Mrs. W haley 
learn  o ther th in gs ab o u t them selves an d  th e ir in te rp erso n a l 
w orkings th a t  they w ould n o t have learned  h ad  they  n o t experienced 
person -to -person  com m unication  ra th e r  th a n  teach e r-to -s tu d en t 
in teraction .
R am ona learned  ab o u t self reflection. Mrs. W haley’s h u m o r 
an d  “m isch ief’ allowed h er to po in t o u t elem ents of R am ona’s 
personality  an d  behavior th a t  R am ona h ad  n o t looked a t  closely 
before. R am ona could see an d  ad m it th a t  she  did som etim es show
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off. Mrs. W haley h ad  h o n est feedback ab o u t h er teaching . While 
entirely good-in tentioned, th e  assig n m en t to sell th e  book a s  an  
alternative form  of book repo rt h ad  fru s tra ted  R am ona b ecau se  she 
did no t know  how to sell a  book th a t  she  did n o t enjoy reading. Mrs. 
W haley h ad  a n  opportun ity  to n o t only u se  best p rac tices, b u t to 
reflect on how h er assig n m en ts  connec ted  w ith  h e r s tu d e n ts  as 
individuals. It is notew orthy th a t  she  said , “now th a t  I stop  to th in k  
ab o u t it.” A teach e r is a  very b u sy  person , an d  while she  m ay be 
skillful an d  w ell-m eaning, occasional periods of reflection an d  
m edita tion  (as well a s  h o n est feedback) are  n ecessa ry  to m ake 
teach ing  effective to the  ind ividuals w ho fill s tu d e n t d esk s an d  roles.
The problem  w as th a t  R am ona h ad  to find an  u n u s u a l 
opportun ity  to com m unicate  w ith  h e r teach e r ab o u t som eth ing  th a t  
is n o t included  in the  p rescribed  te a ch e r-s tu d e n t in terac tions. Mrs. 
W haley an d  Mrs. Griggs placed them selves in the te a c h e r’s role an d  
m issed  signals from R am ona ab o u t problem s th a t needed to be 
addressed . Owl sc runch ing , h id ing in the  office, an d  o th er m ore 
sub tle  cu es su ch  a s  re luc tan ce  could  have told th e  teach e r to find a  
tim e to ta lk  w ith R am ona ab o u t h e r feelings. Both teach e rs  were 
clearly w ell-m eaning, b u t they  did n o t m ake an  opportun ity  to go 
outside of the  vocabulary  an d  topics th a t  are  a  p a r t  of th e  school
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cu ltu re . W ithout m oderation , roles in school p rohibit 
com m unication  betw een m em bers of the  school com m unity  in a  
m ore in trica te  identity . The school face of a  s tu d e n t or teach e r is 
no t h is  or h e r only face. C leary’s books im ply th a t too -dom inan t 
roles can  p roh ib it teach ers  u n d e rs tan d in g  th e ir s tu d e n ts  a s  com plex 
individuals w ith  sh ap e  beyond th e ir behavior m anifesta tion  w ithin  
the role of s tu d e n t a t  school.
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C h a pt e r  6
L ite r a r y  A n a ly s is : I S o le m n ly  Sw e a r  t h a t  I am  u p  t o  n o  G o od
6.1 Not F itting in w ith the  System
In school, a s  w ith  any  in s titu tio n , there  is a  power s tru c tu re . 
The in stitu tio n  h a s  certa in  values, an d  those  values are  
d issem inated  to the  teach e rs  an d  s tu d e n ts . A school h a s  social 
expecta tions for behavior, an d  it p e rp e tu a te s  an  ideology ab o u t w ha t 
is good an d  bad. As Jo n a th a n  Gayles p u t it, “su ccess a n d  failure 
are  socially co n s tru c ted ,” (251) w hich m ean s th a t  a  s tu d e n t’s 
personal developm ent m ight d irect w ha t effort an d  tim e are  invested  
in p u rsu its  th a t  a re  n o t valued by th e  school. There are  som e tim es 
w here developing a s  a  person  requ ires failure a s  defined by the  
in stitu tio n  of the  school. The problem  w ith  school is th a t  it keeps 
records, w hich rigidly label the  s tu d e n ts , an d  d o esn ’t allow for a  
value system  th a t  conflict w ith  its  own.
At som e point, a  s tu d e n t’s out-of-school life will conflict w ith 
the in-school life. It m ight be som eth ing  sim ple like lack  of sleep 
w hich m akes p u n c tu a lity  difficult, or it m ight be som ething  
m om entous su ch  a s  exploration  of iden tity  or family crisis th a t 
crea tes long-term  d isru p tio n  of a  s tu d e n t’s ability to fulfill the  social
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expecta tions of th e  school. W hen s tu d e n ts  feel th a t  they  are  u n ab le  
to succeed  a s  defined by school, one coping stra tegy  is to find som e 
way of reversing th e  power s tru c tu re  an d  to create  new values w hich 
allow s tu d e n ts  to define su ccess  in m ore accessib le ways. In 
ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re , I find th a t  it is often the  case  th a t  s tu d e n ts  deal 
w ith th is  im balance of power in  m u ch  the  sam e w ay th a t  m inority 
g roups do. B ecause the  balance of pow er is in the  in s titu tio n ’s 
h an d s , a  d irec t confrontation  is ineffective. S tu d en ts  u se  varying 
levels of subversion  in an  a tte m p t to feel th a t  their values are  being 
honored. For m inority  s tu d e n ts , the  d isparity  of values an d  the 
co n seq u en t subversion  is m ore extrem e, b u t  it w orks sim ilarly.
One exam ple is E lizabeth M eador’s re search  on m inority  
cu ltu re s  in h igh  school w here su ccess  is ethn ically  b iased . She 
records one s tu d e n t’s exp lanation  of the  situation:
A good s tu d e n t is a  b ask etb a ll player or a  football player 
who h a s  good g rades a n d  w ho h a s  friends. M any of 
th ese  s tu d e n ts  d o n ’t have any th ing  to do w ith 
H ispanics. In o u r school Anglo s tu d e n ts  a re  very picky 
an d  they  d o n ’t allow everybody into th e ir little g roups, or 
th e ir little cliques. And m any  of those  cliques are  the  
ones th a t  a re  considered  to be, you know, k ind  of the
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b es t s tu d en ts . B ecause they  all play bask etb a ll together 
on school team s, an d  Latino s tu d e n ts  d o n ’t  w an t to 
partic ipate  in  th in gs like th a t. (153)
Besides looking a t  the  basic  fact th a t  H ispanics are  no t 
considered  to be th e  “good s tu d e n ts ,” w h a t is the  cu ltu ra l co n s tru c t 
th a t  defines the  m ajority  as  accep tab le  an d  the m inority  a s  
unaccep tab le?  There are  two cu ltu ra l influences w orking together 
as  a  double b arrie r ag a in st the  H ispanics. F irst, e thn ically  the 
m inority popu lation  is different. They are  a ssu m ed  to rep resen t a  
social c lass th a t  differs in  behavior an d  values from th e  m ajority.
For th e  d o m in an t cu ltu re , difference is bad  because the  goal of the 
cu ltu re  is to p e rp e tu a te  its dom inance. Second, a  m inority  
population  is also a t  odds w ith  th e  school a s  in stitu tio n . The 
p rim ary  goal of th e  in stitu tio n  is to preserve itself. A large p a r t  of 
those  goals includes sm oothly function ing  schedu les an d  
p rocedures, a n d  app ro p ria te  perform ance on s tandard ized  
m easu ring  in s tru m e n ts  (usually  s ta te  an d  n a tio n a l testing). The 
im plication is th a t  a t  som e po in t in  th e  p as t, “norm ality” w as defined 
by w hatever m ix tu re  of e thn ic ities h ap p en ed  to be in place a t  the 
time. Once estab lished , any  difference or change th re a te n s  the  
s ta tu s  quo m u s t be e ither be rem oved or forced to a d a p t in order for
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both  th e  cu ltu re  an d  in s titu tio n  to preserve the accep ted  
equilibrium .
A nother im p o rtan t problem  for any  m inority s tu d e n t 
population  is th a t  in theory, learn ing  w ould equate  w ith  accep tab le  
perform ance, w hich w ould fulfill one of th e  values of the  school 
cu ltu re . However in th e  real world, intelligence a n d  ability  does no t 
alw ays equa te  w ith  a  schools w ays of a ssess in g  perform ance.
Language an d  cu ltu ra l ad ju s tm e n ts  m ight affect te s t perform ance as  
well a s  the  p rocedura l function ing  of th e  school (Gollnick an d  C hinn  
109-111). Exactly how elem ents like creativity, im agination , an d  
individuality  m ight also  interfere w ith  th e  in s titu tio n  will be 
considered later.
For the  m om ent, sim ply from th e  view of ethnicity , it d o esn ’t 
m a tte r how H ispanics (or any  o th er m inority) are  defined except th a t  
they are  n o t from the  d o m in an t cu ltu re . They are  therefore 
p u n ish ed  for n o t com plying w ith the  cu ltu ra l s ta n d a rd s . This is n o t 
to say  th a t  schools in tend  to p u n ish  m inority  s tu d e n ts , b u t because  
of the  im plicitly p a te rn a lis tic  goals of trying to “assim ila te” s tu d e n ts  
an d  helping them  “a d a p t,” teach e rs  an d  ad m in is tra to rs  a ssu m e  the 
role of th e  powerful require th a t  m inority  s tu d e n ts  change th e ir 
behaviors, values, an d  cu ltu ra l iden tity  in  order to fit in  bette r. And
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w here C ap ta in  U nd erp an ts books are  concerned, cu ltu re  an d  
in s titu tio n s  seek  to preserve them selves, consequen tly  th e  d o m in an t 
group opera tes to m inim ize any  o th er cu ltu ra l influence th a t  
th rea ten s  it.
6.2 E n ter the  W aistband  W arrior
Dav Pilkey’s controversial classic, The Adventures o f Captain 
Underpants sp eak s directly  to the  im balance of pow er in h e ren t in 
the  cu ltu re  of school. This series of books is re luc tan tly  accep ted  a s  
allowable read ing  m ateria l by a d u lts  sim ply because  of the 
w idespread  aud ience it reaches. The Captain Underpants books are  
ones th a t  connect w ith a  traditionally  non-read ing  population . In h is 
article, “’C aptain  U nd erp an ts  is My H ero’: Things Have C hanged, or 
Have They?” Roderick McGillis defines the  aud ience for Captain 
Underpants books a s  boys in  th e  9 -year old range w ho do no t read  
voluntarily. He quotes one fan, J a m e s  Innocent from  M assach u se tts  
a s  saying, “At school, w hen  they  say  I have to read , I feel like th ey ’re 
pu n ish in g  m e” (64). Q uotes like th is  one are  w hy ad u lts  let Captain 
Underpants books into th e ir lib raries an d  hom es. As Amy D aniels,
“a  long-tim e ch ild ren ’s lib rarian  in Colum bia, S ou th  C arolina” p u ts  
the  influence of C ap tain  U nd erp an ts , “Rarely do we en co u n te r books
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th a t  will m ake ch ildren  beg for m ore” (qtd. in  McGillis 63). McGillis 
goes on to quote Mary Jo  D ickerson, a  m om , who says “1 say  any  
book th a t  encourages m y son  to read  is w orth  its w eight in  gold”’
(63). T h u s even th o ug h  a d u lts  prefer o th er read ing  m aterial, they 
settle for sto ries ab o u t evil to ilets tak ing  over the school ju s t  
because  th e ir k ids w an t to read  them .
P erhaps th e  heroes of Pilkey’s novels a re  sym pathetic  because  
they d o n ’t fit in  w ith  the  goals of th e  school system  either. As 
m ischief-m akers, H arold H u tch in s an d  George B eard  are  equally  in 
the m inority, even though  H arold is C au casian  an d  George is African 
A m erican b ecau se  in the  story, they  sh a re  th e  sam e values, an d  they 
h ap p en  to be directly  opposed to the  cu ltu ra l an d  in stitu tio n a l 
values of Je ro m e Horowitz E lem entary  School.
Pilkey, a s  the  n a rra to r, se ts  u p  the  conflict of values righ t a t  
the beginning, includ ing  es tab lish ing  w hich value system  he sides 
with. “No m a tte r w ha t everybody else th o ug h t, they  were good, 
sweet, an d  loveable.... Well, OK, m aybe they  w eren’t  so sw eet an d  
loveable, b u t they w ere good n o n e th e le ss” (2). Right a t  the  
beginning of th e  story  we have the  value system s clearly outlined. 
“Everybody else” (a.k.a. society, school) values sw eet an d  loveable. 
Pilkey values the  fact th a t  the  boys are  “good,” even th o u g h  he
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com m unica tes openly th a t  h is definition of good will differ from the 
larger society, especially  th e  society w hich lends au th o rity  to the 
school.
To say  th a t  George an d  H arold w eren’t m odel s tu d e n ts  w ould 
be p u ttin g  it mildly. F irs t of all, they d o n ’t get along w ith  the  
adm in istra tion . The n a rra to r  inform s u s  w ithou t any  equivocation 
th a t the  princip le h a te s  George an d  Harold. An illu stra tio n  show s 
him  sm oldering a t  h is desk  a s  he vows th a t  h e ’s “going to get those  
boys one day ...O ne day  very, very soon!” (20).
The principal, Mr. K rupp, personifies the pervading a ttitu d e s  
a ttr ib u ted  to Je rom e Horowitz E lem entary  School a n d  to school in 
general. K rupp h a te s  th e  boys b ecau se  they  are  silly, they  laugh , 
they pull p ran k s , an d  m ostly  because  they  create  Captain 
Underpants comic books. In o th er w ords, they are  n a tu ra lly  happy , 
creative ch ild ren  who like to w rite an d  draw  adven tu re  sto ries (as 
opposed to repo rts  for school). And th e  prim ary  crim e in th e  cu ltu re  
of school, according to Pilkey, is to be h appy  an d  to enjoy w h a t you 
are doing. School rep resen ts  everything b land , boring, an d  selfish. 
Everything exciting, fun, an d  creative is forbidden there . McGillis 
po in ts o u t that:
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These two kids are  ju s t  bored a t  having to sit still seven 
h o u rs  a  day a t  school. [...] The n a rra to r  d irec ts h is 
re a ssu ra n c e s  bo th  to young read ers w ho will w ish  to 
identify w ith  the  m isbehavior of the two p ro tagon ists  
a n d  to ad u lts  w ho need rem ind ing  th a t  creating  
m ischief com es n a tu ra lly  to young boys, especially  to 
young boys who m u s t cope w ith  the stultifying boredom  
of school. (65)
It is ironic th a t  m any  of George an d  H arold’s in te re s ts  require 
skills th a t  a re  ta u g h t a t  school. They w rite, illu stra te , p ub lish , an d  
th en  m ark e t creative w orks. They p ractice creative reason ing  an d  
w ordplay w hen they  rearran ge  w ords an d  le tte rs on signs to create  
new p h rases . They p u sh  th e ir creative problem -solving abilities to 
their lim its w henever they  have to get o u t of deten tion  or save the 
world.
These skills, however, a re  w h a t precisely w ha t get them  in 
trouble. They fit the  academ ic goals of the  in stitu tio n , b u t  they 
conflict w ith  the  behavioral no rm s of the  school a s  a  cu ltu re .
W ordplay is acceptable a s  a  c lass activity w hen spelling is tau g h t, 
b u t to take an  inform ative m arquee th a t  read s “See O ur Big Football 
Gam e Today,” an d  a lte r it to read  “Boy O ur Feet Sm ell B ad” is
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socially unaccep tab le . This ch arac teris tic  is in keeping w ith  Angela 
V alenzuela’s research . As she a rgu es in  Subtractive Schooling: U.S.- 
Mexican Youth and the Politics o f Caring:
Before d ism issing  u rb a n , U .S .-born  y o u th  a s  lazy 
underach ievers, it behooves resea rch e rs  an d  
p rac titioners to first exam ine the  school’s role in 
fostering poor academ ic perform ance. B ringing schools 
in to  sh a rp e r focus, a s  m y stu d y  does, reveals th a t  U.S.- 
born  yo u th  are  n e ith e r inheren tly  an tischoo l nor 
oppositional. They oppose a  schooling p rocess th a t  
d isresp ec ts  them ; they oppose n o t education , b u t 
schooling. (5)
Of course, social im peratives overriding goals for learn ing  
links school to the  m orality  a n d  propriety  of the larger society as  
well a s  the  society of the  school environm ent. In Captain 
Underpants, the  partic ipa tion  in good-natu red  b u t socially 
questionab le behavior is viewed so negatively by th e  school system  
th a t no m astery  of skills an d  concep ts can  overcome it. In Captain 
Underpants and the Perilous Plot o f Professor Poopypants, w hen 
H arold an d  George change a  sign from “D on’t  U nderestim ate  O ur 
Good T eachers” (Pilkey 13) to “O ur T eachers D on’t Use D eoderan t”
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(16), th ere  are  no teach e rs  in  th e  book who sigh an d  say  th a t  a t  lea st 
m ost of th e  w ords are  spelled correctly. The teach ers  a re  o u t to 
enforce conform ity, an d  they  h a te  everything n o t deem ed acceptable.
For exam ple, in  Captain Underpants and the Wrath of the 
Wicked Wedgie Woman H arold an d  George’s teacher, Ms. Ribble is 
no t a s  concerned  w ith  “’the  th ree  R s’ (Reading, ‘Riting, an d  
‘Rithm etic)...M s. Ribble is m ore concerned  w ith enforcing w h a t she 
calls ‘the  th ree  S s ’ (Sit down, S h u t y our pie holes, an d  Stop 
DRIVING ME CRAZY!) (Pilkey, 12).
Pilkey co n tin u es in h is  a sse ssm e n t of how th is  a ttitu d e  affects 
the  s tu d e n ts , especially  s tu d e n ts  who d o n ’t  fit in, like H arold an d  
George:
W hile th is  [Ms. R ibble’s th ree  Ss] w as u n fo rtu n a te  for all 
of h er s tu d e n ts , it w as especially  bad  for George an d  
H arold, because  they  were very im aginative boys.
You see, im agination  w as n o t really encouraged  a t  
George an d  H arold’s school—in fact, it w as d iscouraged. 
‘Im ag ination ’ w ould only get you a  one-w ay ticket to the 
p rin c ip a l’s office.
This w as sad  for George an d  H arold, b ecau se  they 
d id n ’t  get s tra ig h t As, they  w eren’t sp o rts  s ta rs , an d
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they  could  barely  w alk down th e  hallw ay w itho u t getting 
into  trouble. (Wicked Wedgie 12-13).
At th is  point, Pilkey’s illu stra tio n  show s George an d  H arold 
changing  a  sign in the  school. The original sign read , “People—
Please w ear your socks on the  gym floor” (Wicked Wedgie 11) w hich 
w as duly  changed  to “Please go pee-pee in  your socks for w arm th ” 
(Wicked Wedgie 14).
T aste less, yes, b u t probably  n o t significantly questionab le  
ethically to ju stify  a  hostile environm ent. Pilkey focuses on the 
fertility of George an d  H arold’s im agination , specu la ting  th a t  one day 
they w ould u se  th a t  im agination  to save the  h u m a n  race. If Pilkey 
ac ts  like an  a d u lt a t  all in h is  role a s  n a rra to r, it is to be so 
confident in h is  valua tion  of im agination  a n d  p ran k s  ag a in st the 
equally strong  value system  of the  ad m in istra tio n  th a t  se ts  itself 
ag a in st the  p ro tagon ists.
While Ms. Ribble isn ’t a  good teach e r for any  s tu d e n t, the 
s tu d e n t body as  a  whole is m ore closely aligned cu ltu ra lly  w ith each  
o ther an d  w ith  the  values of the  school th a n  w ith George an d  
H arold’s. Pilkey carefully d ifferen tiates betw een H arold an d  George 
an d  th e  o th er s tu d en ts . They, a s  m inority  s tu d e n ts , a re  th e  ones 
who are  im aginative, creative, an d  have a  p en c h a n t for p ran k s , b u t
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the  effect recalls M eador’s exam ple of H ispanic s tu d e n ts  w ho did no t 
value grade achievem ent a n d  partic ipation  in sp o rts  in  th e  sam e way 
th a t  the  d o m in an t school cu ltu re  did.
M inority g roups feel es trang ed  from the  m ain  population .
They can  feel e ither un accep tab le  by th e  m ain  body, or th a t  in  order 
to conform , they  w ould have to d en y /ch an g e  the ir iden tity  beyond 
acceptable lim its (Valenzuela, Rivera). According to McGillis,
“George an d  H arold are  no t one d im ensional—not really—they ju s t  
ap p ear so to the  Mr. K rupps of th is  w orld” (66). W hen a  s tu d e n t 
becom es so far rem oved from the  values of the  school system , th en  
they have to find an o th e r context to opera te  in. W hether excluded 
s tu d e n ts  partic ipate  in rebellion (acts w hich show  defiance tow ard 
the  estab lished  authority) or subversion  (acts w hich seek  to change 
the estab lished  au th o rity  or values), they  define them selves in 
opposition to th e  m ajority ’s social system , w hich c rea tes  difficulties 
for effective learn ing  to tak e  place.
Or does it? The com m on elem ent in all the  Captain 
Underpants books is th a t  George an d  H arold are  willing to place 
their needs an d  values above those  of the  school system , a n d  in the  
end, th e  books, skills an d  p ro jects they in s is t on focusing on a t  the 
expense of school do prove to be valuable. W hat they  lea rn
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independently  tu rn s  o u t to be w orth  th e  fight ag a in st the 
es tab lishm en t. This u n an im ity  of su ccess  is m ost likely b ased  on 
the d ram atic  needs of the  story. S trong p ro tagon ists m ake for good 
stories, an d  they  also facilitate h appy  end ings th a t a re  m ore popu la r 
in the  8-12 year-old range.
6.3 Subversion  a s  E ducation
One case  w here learn ing  proves to be valuable is in  the  book 
Frindle, by A ndrew C lem ents, a n  a u th o r  w ho tak es on m any  issu es  
ab o u t au th o rity  an d  school. In th is  p a rticu la r book, Nick only 
in ten d s to w aste  tim e in c lass by ask ing  a  question  a b o u t the 
d ictionary, b u t it tu rn s  in to  a  project th a t  sh ap es h is en tire  life.
W hen forced to do a  project ab o u t w ords, he s ta r ts  th in k ing  ab o u t 
the re la tionsh ip  betw een signifier an d  signified (in h is  own grade 
school way) an d  decides th a t  the  connection  is a rb itra ry  a n d  can  be 
changed. He begins calling the  tool he w rites w ith a  “frindle.” His 
social experim ent ca tch es on! Soon h is en tire  c lass w rites w ith  e ither 
pencils or frindles, b u t never w ith  pens. O ther c la sses  begin to 
adop t th e  fun, new  word. The fad w ould have probably  died a  
n a tu ra l d ea th  h ad  it n o t been for th e  opposition from h is  teacher,
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Mrs. G ranger. She argues th a t  the  w ord is n ’t real b ecau se  it is n ’t  in 
the d ictionary, an d  th a t  they  a re n ’t  to u se  it.
Nick is v isited by th e  p rincipal an d  is p u n ish ed  w ith  an  afte r­
school sen tence-w riting  regim e in order to prove the  te a ch e r’s point. 
In the  end, “frindle” becom es widely u sed , m erchand ised , an d  finally 
en te rs th e  d ictionary. Nick lea rn s a  lot of lessons from th e  episode, 
b u t a s  is typical w ith experience-based , contextualized  learning, h is 
conclusions a re n ’t confined to a  single category. R ather Nick’s 
subversion  teach es him  ab o u t w ords an d  how new w ords are 
incorporated  into a  language. He lea rn s ab o u t politics an d  social 
system s. He lea rn s ab o u t leadersh ip , an d  u ltim ate ly  he develops a  
lasting  resp ec t for an d  re la tionsh ip  w ith  h is  teacher. B ecause Nick 
tries to change the  system , he grows as  a  person , a n d  lea rn s m ore 
lasting  lessons th a n  he w ould have h ad  he n o t co n s tru c ted  h is  own 
learn ing  th ro u g h  trying to u n d e rs ta n d  an d  subvert th e  system  in a  
sm all way.
Since Nick’s school is n o t an tagon istic  like th e  w orld of 
Captain Underpants; he h a s  no desire to a lte r the en tire  system . He 
ju s t  w an ts  to be able to individualize h is  w orking vocabulary  an d  
encourage o th ers to do the  sam e. The problem  is th a t  h is  teach e r is 
in s is ten t th a t  th e  s tu d e n ts  u se  w ords from the  d ictionary—the
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stan d ard . There are  no eth ical issu es  w ith Nick’s behavior, only a  
battle  to see if he shou ld  conform  to the  estab lished  m ethod  or not. 
Nick carves o u t h is own sm all space in  the  system  a n d  by doing so 
gains deeper in sig h ts  in to  learn ing  th a n  he w ould have otherw ise.
6 .4 Fred a n d  George
A nother se t of boys w hose n o n -s ta n d a rd  values w reak  varying 
levels of havoc a ro u n d  the  edges of J.K . Rowling’s Harry Potter 
series, are  Fred an d  George W easely. They learn  th e  skills th a t 
outfit them  for a  successfu l a d u lt life from  th e ir c o n s ta n t subversion  
of school, ra th e r  th a n  from the  inform ation p resen ted  by teach e rs  in 
the classroom .
The W easley tw ins en co u n te r p re ssu re  n o t only to conform , 
b u t to achieve, from  th e ir p a re n ts  a s  well a s  from school. In the 
world of w izards, ch ildren  go to school in a  sim ilar s tru c tu re  to 
E nglish board ing  schools. In th e ir fifth year (age 15), s tu d e n ts  finish  
w ith O.W.L (O rdinary W izard Level) exam s. In the  seven th  year (age 
17), s tu d e n ts  take the  N.E.W.T (Nastily E x h au sting  W izarding Tests) 
exam s. B ased  on w hich su b jec ts  they p a ss  in th ese  exam s, 
s tu d e n ts  are  qualified for different careers . Positions w hich  are 
h igher politically an d  financially  require h igher levels of com petency.
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Fred a n d  George’s th ree  older b ro th ers  all perform  adm irab ly  
in th ese  te s ts  an d  find good ca reers th a t  position  th em  a s  solid 
citizens of the  com m unity. The tw ins, however, have o th er ideas.
Their goal is to own a  joke shop , an d  they w ork very h a rd  to 
accom plish  th a t  goal. U nfortunately  for re lations w ith  th e ir teach ers  
(not to m ention  the ir m other), opening a  joke shop  d o esn ’t  m ean  
doing well in  norm al c lasses su c h  a s  po tions, transfigu ra tion , or 
charm s.
T h a t is n ’t  to say  th a t  Fred an d  George are  poor w izards. In 
Harry Potter and the Order o f the Phoenix, they  w ork all su m m er a t 
m agic, an d  since w ha t they w an t to know  is n ’t  covered in c lass , they 
have to experim ent an d  invent th ings. For exam ple, the  Skiving 
Snackboxes they  invent a re n ’t exactly s ta n d a rd  cu rricu lu m . The 
variety know n a s  Puking Pastilles are  designed to get you o u t of 
c lass by helping your perform  a  convincing im itation  of the  stom ach  
flu:
F irst, Fred w ould take a  bite o u t of th e  orange end  of a  
chew, a t  w hich he w ould vom it spectacu larly  in to  a  
b u ck e t they  h ad  placed in front of them . T hen  he w ould 
force down th e  purp le  end  of th e  chew, a t  w hich the 
vom iting w ould im m ediately cease. Lee Jo rd a n , who
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w as assis tin g  the  d em onstra tion , w as lazily van ish ing  
the  vom it a t  regu la r in tervals. (Phoenix 368)
W hile th is  d em onstra tion  of the  tw in s’ specialization  in magic 
is going on, H arry Potter an d  h is  two b es t friends, Ron W easely (the 
tw ins’ brother) an d  H erm ione G ranger (the sm a rte s t w itch a t 
Hogwarts) d iscu ss  the  value of Fred a n d  George’s m agical abilities: 
‘You know, I d o n ’t get w hy Fred an d  George only got 
th ree  O.W.L.s ea ch ,’ sa id  H arry, w atching  as  Fred,
George, an d  Lee collected gold from th e  eager crowd.
T hey  really know  the ir s tu ff.... ’
‘Oh, they only know  flashy s tu ff th a t ’s no real u se  to 
an y o n e,’ sa id  H erm ione disparagingly.
‘No real u se ? ’ sa id  Ron in a  stra in ed  voice.
‘H erm ione, th ey ’ve got ab o u t tw enty-six  G alleons [wizard 
money] a lready ....” (Phoenix 368-69)
Even th o ug h  H erm ione d o esn ’t approve of th e  tw in s’ line of 
study , she is forced to acknow ledge th a t  she is im pressed  w ith som e 
of th e  w ork they  tu rn  out. W hen Fred an d  George d em o n stra te  a  
p ro d uc t called H eadless H ats (which m ake you h ead  a s  well a s  the  
h a t d isap p ear w hen you p u t them  on), Herm ione is in trigued  in spite 
of herself, a s  she  is confronted  by som eth ing  she d o esn ’t  know  how
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to do (Phoenix 540). J u s t  like George B eard  an d  H arold H utch ins, 
the  W easely tw ins are  no t lazy or bad , b u t they are  n o t in terested  in 
the  typical line of school academ ics, a  ch a rac teris tic  th a t  coincides 
w ith research  done ab o u t m inorities in  school (Valenzuela 5). Fred 
an d  George a s  well a s  George an d  H arold exhibit th e  sam e adaptive 
behavior a s  m inority  s tu d en ts . School values are  so different from 
the s tu d e n t’s values, th a t  the  s tu d e n ts  u se  subversive tac tics an d  
som etim es crea te  a  co u n te r cu ltu re  in o rder to re a s se r t th e ir values. 
They are  n o t powerful enough to directly  challenge th e  
estab lish m en t, an d  therefore m u s t re so rt to m ethods m ore in line 
w ith the ir pow er level, developm ental stage, an d  values.
R esearch  like th e  Skiving Snackboxes d o esn ’t  re su lt in 
academ ic success , b u t it does provide Fred an d  George w ith  a  
profitable incom e. W ithout even tak ing  th e ir N.E.W.T exam s, Fred 
an d  George leave school an d  se t u p  th e ir own w izard joke shop, 
w here they  enjoy huge success. Suddenly  boys w ho are  no older 
th a n  eighteen are  ru n n in g  th e ir own b u s in e ss  an d  su pporting  
them selves well. While Rowling sk im s over th e  financial deta ils th a t  
Fred an d  George w ould have to navigate a t  su ch  a  young age in sp ite 
of having m arketab le  p ro d u c ts , she  m akes it c lear th a t  Fred an d
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George were righ t to believe in th e ir a lte rnative  life p a th  th a t  took 
them  aw ay from  school values.
6.5 Um brage: W hen P u sh  Com es To Shove
While D um bledore w as th e  h ead m aste r of H ogw arts School of 
W itchcraft a n d  W izardry, Fred an d  George kep t th e ir own agenda 
w ithin  certa in  self-im posed b o u n d s o u t of resp ec t for D um bledore 
an d  the  school. They d iscu ss  th e ir views on school ru les  w ith 
H erm ione w hen Professor U m bridge tem porarily  becam e the 
h ead m is tress  an d  m ade everyone’s lives m iserable:
W e’ve decided th a t  we d o n ’t care ab o u t getting into 
troub le anym ore.”
Have you ever?’ ask ed  Herm ione.
"Course we have,” sa id  George. “Never been  expelled, 
have we?”
W e’ve alw ays know n w here to draw  th e  line,” said  
Fred.
W e m ight have p u t a  toe across it occasionally ,’ 
sa id  George.
‘B u t w e’ve alw ays stopped  sh o rt of cau sin g  real 
m ayhem ,” sa id  Fred. (Rowling, Half-Blood Prince 627)
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W hen Fred an d  George m ake th is  speech, they  are  inform ing 
their friends w here to be so th a t  they  are  n o t blam ed for the 
im pending m ayhem . Professor U m bridge crea tes a  school 
env ironm ent th a t  is in to lerable for th e  s tu d e n ts , especially  for Fred 
and  George. U m bridge is a  powerful figure, politically. She is given 
full governm ent backing  an d  h a s  the  au th o rity  to rearran g e  the  
ru les a t  will. Since U m bridge in s is ts  on com pliance, she frequently  
crea tes new  ru les  w ith w hich to force the  s tu d e n ts  in to  behaving as  
she w ishes.
For exam ple, U m bridge does n o t w an t s tu d e n ts  to learn  
practical defense m agic, w hich m ight m ake them  a  th re a t to the 
governm ent, called the  M inistry of Magic. The M inister of Magic an d  
D um bledore are  a t  odds ab o u t how a  th re a t to th e  w izard 
com m unity  shou ld  be d ea lt w ith, an d  the  M inister fears th a t  
D um bledore will openly oppose h is  au tho rity . Hence, Professor 
Um bridge tak es  over th e  p rac tica l defense c lass an d  h a s  s tu d e n ts  
read  a  book on governm ent-approved theory, w hich h a s  no p rac tica l 
application.
The s tu d e n ts  are  ou traged  an d  decide to tak e  learn ing  into 
their own h an d s . They organize a  club  to p ractice m agic in  secret. 
Fred a n d  George are  am ong the  s tu d e n ts  w ith  H arry  Potter (who h a s
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h ad  m u ch  p rac tica l experience th ro u g h  th e  la s t four books) a s  the 
teacher.
W hen U m bridge gets w ind of th is  club , she im m ediately  issu es 
a  decree d isb and in g  all clubs, o rganizations, an d  even groups of 
th ree  or m ore s tu d e n ts  m eeting together. All c lubs m u s t p re sen t a  
petition to h e r in order to be reorganized. Not only does U m bridge 
hope to quell th e  defensive m agic group, b u t she also tak es  ex tra  
tim e an d  red-tape to reorganize th e  sp o rts  team  th a t  Fred an d  
George are  m em bers of sim ply b ecau se  she does n o t like the 
m em bers of the  team .
As s tu d e n ts  find w ays a ro u n d  h er ru les, U m bridge crea tes 
m ore ru les  th a t  a re  increasingly  specific an d  h a rsh . Eventually, the  
W easely tw ins decide to re talia te . Politically, they have no power, 
an d  so they fight b ack  the  only w ay open to them , th ro u gh  
subversion. Fred an d  George prove th e ir prow ess a s  p ran k s te rs  by 
su ch  school-stopping events a s  filling the  castle  w ith  fireworks th a t 
take a t  lea s t a  day  to go o u t a n d  w hich m ultiply  w hen you try  to p u t 
them  o u t m agically; or the  p ra n k  of filling th e  th ird-floor corridor 
w ith a  sw am p.
U m bridge proves to be less skillful an d  crafty th a n  the  tw ins 
on h er own. Even though  she  a ttem p ts  to en lis t th e  su p p o rt of the
135
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
faculty, in  th is  p articu la r case, th e  teach e rs  are  sym pathetic  w ith 
the guerilla cam paign  ra th e r  th a n  w ith the  estab lish m en t, an d  they  
call h er to tak e  care of every incident, claim ing th a t  they  d o u b t 
w hether they  h ad  the  au th o rity  to deal w ith it.
The tw ins drive U m bridge to d istrac tion , an d  w hen  she 
a ttem p ts  to expel them , they  m ake a  tr iu m p h a n t getaw ay on 
broom sticks th ro u g h  an  open window. Yet again , they  prove th a t  
the ir p rac tica l education  w as the  m ost u sefu l because  they  do 
indeed open a  successfu l joke shop  an d  evade U m bridge entirely.
Even tho ug h  Fred an d  George were capable of d isru p tin g  
school a t  any  tim e, they  followed th e ir own sense  of m orality  ab o u t 
w hat w as accep tab le  an d  w h a t w as not. As long a s  they  respected  
the au th o rity  of the  school, they  did no th ing  th a t  w ould seriously  
u p se t the  system . W hen the  system  becam e an  openly hostile 
environm ent, it becam e eth ical to exert subversive m ethods to 
reestab lish  the  balance of power.
Fred an d  George live in  a n  env ironm ent th a t  changed  from 
supportive to hostile , while Dav Pilkey’s heroes, George an d  H arold 
are s tu c k  in a  com pletely an tagon is tic  school w here they  have to 
fight for every b it of space th a t  they  have.
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In Captain Underpants, th e re  is a n  in teresting  ju x tap o sitio n  of 
m oralities a t  play. George an d  H arold ru in  a  big football gam e by 
pu ttin g  pepper in th e  cheerleader’s pom pom s, soap b ubb les in the 
b a n d ’s in s tru m en ts , itch ing  cream  in the  te a m ’s d eep -heating -rub  
con ta iners, an d  helium  in the  football.
Elliot Turiel provides re sea rch  on subversion  w here he gives 
insigh t onto socially un accep tab le  behavior. He interview s young 
children  a n d  p resen ts  two scenarios. The first is a  child  tak ing  off 
clothing on a  h o t day. The second is a  child h itting  an o th e r child  to 
get a  tu rn  on the  swing. His findings are  th a t  ch ildren  find the 
socially unaccep tab le  behavior of going n ak ed  ethically  viable. For 
young children , it isn ’t w rong to take y our clo thes off if y o u ’re hot. 
However, it is w rong to h it som eone ju s t  to get a  tu rn  on a  swing. 
While bo th  behaviors are  a t  odds w ith  the  social se tting , one is 
e th ical an d  one is n o t (118).
J u s t  a s  w ith  T uriel’s q uestion  ab o u t ch ildren  tak ing  off th e ir 
clothes on a  h o t day, playing p ran k s  on the  whole “football cu ltu re” 
of the  school is socially unaccep tab le . Like ru n n in g  a ro u n d  naked , 
c rash in g  th e  big gam e is n o t socially acceptable. W ith T urie l’s 
exam ple, the  ru le  can  ethically  be b en t b ecau se  it d o esn ’t  h u r t  
anyone, an d  i t ’s a  very p rac tica l so lu tion  to a  problem . W ith George
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an d  Harold, i t’s probably  n o t exactly nice, b u t the reader, au th o r, 
an d  m ain  ch a rac te rs  sh a re  th e  sym pathetic  aw areness th a t  the 
p ran k s  are  funny. Obviously, George an d  H arold do n o t partic ipate  
in  the  “Big G am e” cu ltu re  th a t  the  re s t of the  s tu d e n ts  a re  involved 
in, so th e ir ac tions have the  d is tan ce  of two d istin c t g roups th a t 
m ake th e ir ac tions less charged  th a n  if they h ad  perform ed th e  sam e 
p ran k s  on close friends. The p ran k s  are  n o t socially acceptab le, b u t 
they are  funny. R em em ber th a t  George a n d  H arold place a  high 
value on h u m o r while they  m u s t daily navigate a  society th a t  denies 
all fun  an d  funn iness . There is no place for the value of funny  th a t  
is acceptab le, so a s  long a s  they a re n ’t  h u rtin g  anyone, one w ay to 
b reak  th e  ru les  is a s  good a s  ano ther.
On the  o th er h an d , Mr. K rupp is a  c lear villain b ecau se  h is 
response  is w itho u t ligh t-hearted  hum or. His in ten t is focused 
malice. He d o esn ’t care ab o u t ju stice , b u t ra th e r  coddles h is desire 
for p ersonal revenge, an d  p laces th a t  above h is du ty  a s  a  principal.
As a  principal, Mr. K rupp shou ld  allow H arold a n d  George som e 
pro tection  a s  h u m a n  beings an d  s tu d e n ts . He could  be s tr ic t an d  
tell th e ir p a ren ts , or he could  be h a rs h  an d  take the  case  before the 
school board—th u s  getting George an d  H arold expelled. B u t 
in stead , o u t of spite, Mr. K rupp h its  below the  belt, a n d  th re a te n s  to
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show  th e  incrim inating  video tap e  to th e  football team, w hich w ould 
“kill [them] every day for the  re s t of [their] lives” (37).
Mr. K rupp th en  ou tlines th e  long list of ru les th a t  George an d  
H arold m u s t obey if they “d o n ’t  w an t to be dead  a s  long a s  [they] 
live” (37). Mr. K rupp’s ac tions are  com parable to T urie l’s exam ple of 
a  child w ho re so rts  h itting  to get a  tu rn  on the  swing. G etting the  
desired  re su lt (a tu rn) is n ’t  w orth  violating th e  basic e lem ents of 
h u m a n  decency an d  re lationsh ip . The situ a tio n  is beyond social 
propriety  an d  is a  question  of m orality. Mr. K rupp h a s  crossed  the 
b o undary  into im m oral behavior, a n d  th u s  the  boys m u s t u se  
u n u s u a l form s of re sis tan ce  to change th e ir in to lerable environm ent.
W hen school, or th e  represen ta tive  of school, im poses on child 
life to an  in to lerable point, the  s tu d e n ts  subvert the  system  in th e ir 
own way. They d o n ’t  u se  the  school’s m ethods—w hich w ould be 
boring—b u t they  u se  skills w hich upho ld  the ir values of fun  an d  
silly. T hus, th e  hypno-ring  com es in to  the  story, tu rn in g  Mr. K rupp 
into C ap tain  U nderpan ts, an d  th e  ten sion  goes u p  an d  down a s  the  
heroes seek to contro l th e  influence of th e ir im aginative w orld on the  
old school life; b u t they  u ltim ately  do, an d  th e  school values are  
never entirely  p a ra m o u n t again . In stead  of a  boring, se rious world, 
there  are  s trea k s  of fun, im probable, an d  “all th a t is p re -sh ru n k  an d
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cottony” th ro u g h o u t Jerom e-H orow itz E lem entary  School. By 
tu rn in g  the  s itu a tio n  into an  over-the-top action , com ic-book 
adventure , George an d  H arold sh ift the  balance of power. They are  
skillful a t  u sin g  fan tastical, rid icu lous elem ents, an d  the  a d u lts  in 
the sto ry  are  not.
It is also in teresting  to note th a t  George an d  H arold never 
defeat th e ir p rincipal or teach er directly in a  school context. Mr. 
K rupp is converted to a  w ell-m eaning b u t bum bling  su p e r hero  who 
helps George an d  H arold save the  w orld from asso rted  bath room  
joke-based  villains. In Captain Underpants and the Wrath o f the 
Wicked Wedgie-Woman, even th o ug h  th e ir teach e r tu rn s  into  
W edgie-W oman, George an d  H arold defeat the  W edgie-W oman the 
su p er v illainess an d  save Ms. Ribble the  h u m an . In fact, they  u se  
the  hypno-ring  to m ake h er m ore fun. From  the ir po in t of view, they 
do n o t exact revenge over the  au th o rity  figures, b u t they  save them  
from the ir m iserable , ty rann ica l selves. C ap tain  U n d erp an ts  an d  the 
new Ms. Ribble are  m u ch  h app ier th a n  they  were before th e  hypno- 
ring cam e into play, an d  George an d  H arold are  certa in ly  m uch  
h app ier once the ir an tic s  have reversed prevailing values an d  
re tu rn ed  ba lance  to the  power s tru c tu re .
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6.6 W hen S m art is U nacceptable
In som e schools, the  social co n s tru c t ac tually  reverses values 
on a  large scale. S ince the  au th o rity  figures value good g rades an d  
positive behavior, the s tu d e n ts  w ho feel d isconnected  w ith  those 
au th o rity  figures actively seek to define them selves in c o n tra s t to 
school expectations. J o n a th a n  G ayles describes th is  behavior an d  
the difficulty of achieving academ ically  in su ch  a  situa tion :
S tu d en ts  who do n o t achieve (the Lads, th e  Hallway 
H angers, th e  B urghersiders , involuntary  m inorities) m ay 
be consciously  responding  to a  critical aw aren ess of 
societal inequality , the ir positioning w ithin  th is  social 
h ierarchy , an d  a  sense  of the  futility of try ing to change 
th e ir location w ithin  th is  h ierarchy  th ro u g h  academ ic 
ach ievem ent (251).
This social co n stru c t, w hich forbids academ ic achievem ent, 
in s is ts  th a t  s tu d e n ts  be m arked  according to the ir academ ics. T hus, 
s tu d e n ts  w ho w an t good grades have a  h a rd  tim e justify ing  them  
socially. Gayles d iscu sses  the  im portance of s tu d e n ts ’ ability  to find 
a  way to look like low -achievers even if they  are  academ ically  
successfu l, “D ecreasing the  ability  of g rades to “m ark ” s tu d e n ts  is
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very im p o rtan t to s tu d e n ts  w ho do n o t w ish  to be d istingu ished  from 
o thers b ecau se  of th e ir academ ic ach ievem ent” (255).
S tu d en ts  w ho feel th a t  a ttem p ting  to change social levels is 
futile d isengage from  school an d  its  goals. “In th is  sense , 
d isengaging or disidentifying (Steele 1997; Steele an d  A ronson 1995) 
from academ ic ach ievem ent could  very well be regarded  a s  adaptive, 
logical, an d  resilient’ (Gayles 251). S tu d en ts  who feel like th e ir 
academ ic ach ievem ent can  help them  to cross c lass bo un d aries 
m u s t no t only con tinue to w ork w itho u t m any  exam ples to 
encourage them , b u t they  m u s t also negotiate cu ltu ra l barrie rs . If 
the env ironm ent con ta in s a  cu ltu ra l gulf betw een th e  school cu ltu re  
an d  th e  s tu d e n t cu ltu re , s tu d e n ts  w ho w an t to m ain ta in  th e ir social 
identity  w ith o th er s tu d e n ts  m u s t m inim ize the ir academ ic 
achievem ents so th a t  they w on’t look s tu c k  u p  or like they  are  
looking down on th e ir low-achieving peers.
J a n e t  M cDonald a ttem p ts  to p o rtray  th is  w orld in h e r book 
Brother Hood. While she  does no t fully en te r into th e  sym pathetic , 
studen t-perspective , she does try  to rep resen t it accu ra te ly , show ing 
both  sides of the  s itu a tio n  w ith p ros an d  cons an d  th en  allowing the 
p ro tagon ist to find a  balance of the  two w orlds ra th e r  th a n  choose 
sides. The story  is ab o u t Nate W hitely, w hose hom e cu ltu re  is in
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H arlem , New York. However, Nate h a s  been accep ted  to a  college- 
prep  board ing  school on a  scho larsh ip , an d  he is qu ite  successfu l in 
h is new school. His old friends are  m ostly supportive of Nate an d  
h is ch an ces, even tho ug h  they  becom e susp ic ious of h is  loyalties 
w hen they  suggest som e illegal m oneym aking projects an d  Nate 
h es ita te s  ab o u t jo in ing in. Nate w an ts  to prove th a t  he is n o t like 
som e of the  rich, ed u cated  an d  snobb ish  people he h a s  m et a t  
school. He w an ts  to prove to h is  old friends th a t  he is still one of 
them , even th o ug h  he does n o t w an t to jeopardize h is  education .
G ayles quo tes an  interview  w ith  a  s tu d e n t w ho faces a  sim ilar 
s itu a tio n  w here the  opportun ities th a t  education  allows are  
acknowledged:
This system  th a t  we have se t u p , if you d o n ’t  have the  
education  th en  the  m oney’s no t there  a n d  you c a n ’t get 
it. You m ay be able to do th e  job  b u t people w on’t  give it 
to you b ecau se  you d o n ’t  have the  cred en tia ls  for it. So I  
know I  have to get those (em phasis added). (256)
G rades were m ore ap tly  described  a s  som ething  th a t  th ese  y o u th s 
felt they  needed a s  opposed to som ething  th a t  they wanted. Their 
perform ance in school did n o t reflect a b s tra c t enjoym ent of the
143
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
learn ing  process. E ach of the  y o u th s d ism issed  the  “in trin sic  value” 
of a  good grade.
For th ese  y o u th s , academ ic achievem ent w as som ething  
th a t  they did w itho u t c ircum scrib ing  th e ir sense  of who 
they  were. This helped them  avoid the dynam ics of 
“fictive k in sh ip ” (Fordham  1996; Fordham  an d  Ogbu 
1986) th a t  com plicate academ ic achievem ent for African 
A m ericans by providing a  “prestige system ” th a t  does 
n o t include academ ic achievem ent (Fordham  1996:71­
72).” (Gayles, 2005: 259)
M cDonald describes how Nate m u s t w ork th ro u g h  th is  
co n trast. U ltim ately, he does learn  how to balance h is  w orlds. He 
re ta in s  the  cu ltu re  of h is  p a s t an d  is able to be p ro u d  of h is  p a re n ts  
an d  friends even th o ug h  they are  n o t highly ed u cated  or w ealthy.
On the  o th er h an d , he also finds a  com fortable place in h is  school 
an d  w ith a  new  girlfriend who is academ ically  achieving an d  who 
rep resen ts  upper-m idd le c lass values an d  cu ltu re .
R ather th a n  a  telling of one story, Nate s ta n d s  a s  a  
represen tative of the  dilem m a faced by m any  m inority  s tu d e n ts  an d  
the  book en d s on a n  optim istic hope th a t  academ ic ach ievem ent 
does n o t have to m ean  forsaking hom e cu ltu re .
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6.7 B ad for Good R easons
The ch a rac te rs  in th ese  books w ork h ard , an d  often a t  
educational endeavors a s  long a s  they are  learn ing  different th in gs 
th a n  the  ones valued by school. Take the  W easely tw ins for 
exam ple, they  d id n ’t ju s t  play a t  jokes; they took jok ing  very 
seriously. They d id n ’t w an t a  trad itiona l job. They w an ted  to s ta r t  
their own joke shop , an d  they  w orked very h a rd  a t  learn ing  w ha t 
they needed  to in o rder to crea te  entirely  new  jokes.
It took a  determ ination  an d  p rac tica l knowledge to p u rsu e  
the ir goals in  sp ite of the  d iscouragem ent they got a t  hom e. They 
h ad  to m anage the  b u s in e ss  asp ec ts  of a  store. They h ad  to p lan  
carefully a n d  m ake a  com plicated p lan  work. Once they  were 
successfu l, th en  they  were given approval from th e ir m o ther an d  the 
com m unity  a t  large, b u t n o t u n til then .
The ch a rac te rs  in Frindle w orked in a  sim ilar way. Nick an d  
h is followers were ded icated  to m aking  the  experim ent successfu l, 
an d  they overcam e n o t only d iscouragem ent, b u t also  p u n ish m en t in 
order to achieve the ir goals. If they  h ad  been  assigned  a  linguistic 
experim ent to change a  w ord, they  probably  w ould n o t have been  so 
determ ined , b u t since they  h ad  com plete ow nersh ip  of the  project, 
they were willing to see it th ro u g h  in spite of opposition. In h is  case,
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Nick also  w as eventually  successfu l. F irst, the  sa les of frindle 
m erchand ise  m ade him  w ealthy, b u t  th e  conflict of the  book 
centered  a ro u n d  the  accep tance of Mrs. G ranger of h is  choice to u se  
h is own signifier to rep resen t th e  signified th a t  everyone else called a  
pen. Only y ears  later, after the  w ord “frindle” w as added  to the 
d ictionary, did Mrs. G ranger send  him  the  le tte r letting  h im  know  
th a t  he h ad  won. He w as w orking ag a in st m uch  m ore difficult 
requ irem en ts th a n  she w as, b u t it w as w orth  it to him  to hold out, 
an d  he won.
T hese boys chose to value th ings th a t  were different from  the  
values of th e  school. By tak ing  ow nersh ip  of n o n -s ta n d a rd  values, 
they chose to define them selves, n o t to let a n  outside au th o rity  
define them . These sto ries a s se r t  th a t  w hen the  school is reasonab le  
ab o u t allowing freedom  to explore ind ividual in te re s ts  an d  create  a  
self-definition th a t  is different from  the  p a tte rn , th en  th e  s tu d e n ts  
are  willing to m oderate  the ir behavior to a t  least partia lly  
accom m odate a  school environm ent. However, the  in ten sity  of the ir 
rebellion an d  subversive activities seem s to be directly p roportional 
to the  a ttem p ts  of the school to com pletely d icta te  behavior an d  
values. This re la tionsh ip  im plies a  strong  need to n o t only play, b u t 
to u se  th a t  play to create  an  in trin sic  identity  ra th e r  th a n  accep t
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definition solely from an  ou tside  au thority . In the  books, wise 
teach ers do n o t leave s tu d e n ts  entirely  to th e ir own devices, they 
give them  guidance an d  in stru c tio n , an d  yet they  also resp ec t the 
decision-m aking  abilities an d  individuality  of th e ir s tu d e n ts . They 
help th e ir s tu d e n ts  to discover who they are, ra th e r  th a n  tell them .
In C ap tain  U nderpan ts, George an d  H arold are  p itted  ag a in st 
the ad u lt school world. There are  no sym pathetic  au th o rity  figures 
who are  willing to u n d e rs ta n d  th e  boys’ values in school.
Interestingly , p a re n ts  play a lm ost no p a r t in  these  books. One sm all 
b u t illum inating  piece of in form ation  ab o u t George a n d  H aro ld’s 
p a ren ts  is th a t  they allow th e  boys to sleep o u t in th e ir tree  house. 
Even though  the  boys stay  u p  late w atching  TV, read ing  comic 
books, a n d  ea ting  ju n k  food, the  p a re n ts  allow th e ir ch ildren  tim e to 
have fun. W hether th e  p a re n ts  a re  ap a th e tic  or sym pathetic  
rem ains undisclosed , b u t George a n d  H arold do n o t p lay  p ran k s  on 
th e ir p a re n ts  or in the  hom e. The fact th a t p a ren ts  a re  n o t allied 
w ith the  school ind ica tes th a t  no t all au th o rity  figures are  bad.
George an d  H arold are  n o t rebelling ag a in st ad u lts  an d  au th o rity  in 
general, b u t specifically to the  ty ran n y  of th e ir p a rtic u la r  school. In 
tu rn , th is  specificity im plies th a t  a  teach e r who w as willing to allow 
som e fun  an d  w ork w ith the  boys a s  individuals, m ight be able to
147
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
w ork w ith  them  an d  be influen tia l in  th e ir lives in stead  of being 
depicted a s  a  villain. The fact th a t  C ap tain  U nd erp an ts  is a n  evil 
principle th a t  is changed  to p artic ipa te  in  the ir activities could  be 
read  as  a  desire for an  ad u lt figure th a t  can  en te r in to th e ir fun.
The ch a rac te rs  in th ese  sto ries a re  n o t ag a in s t learn ing  an d  
work. They are  ju s t  ag a in s t being told w ha t k ind  of learn ing  an d  
w ork to do. These stories im plicitly a rgue th a t  u n d e rs tan d in g  the 
values of s tu d e n ts  who feel th a t  they  are  in  som e way, w heth er for 
ethn ic  or o ther reaso n s , defined in c o n tra s t to the  m ajority, teach ers 
an d  ad m in is tra to rs  can  be tte r w ork w ith  s tu d e n ts  to fu rth e r the ir 
education  in stead  of fighting ag a in st them . Som etim es the  ru les 
need to be upheld , an d  a t  o th er tim es education  needs to be placed 
ah ead  of the  system . Only w hen school is n o t p a ra m o u n t to 
education  can  com m unication  begin.
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C h a pt e r  7
L ite r a r y  A n a ly s is : G et t in g  A w a y  from  S ch o o l
7.1 In troduction
School is focused a ro u n d  co n ten t an d  cu rricu lum . The goal of 
school is to teach  s tu d e n ts  m u ch  of the  inform ation a n d  m any  of the  
skills th a t  they  will need to grow u p  according to society’s idea of a  
norm al ad u lt. W hat ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re  show s u s  is th a t  there  are  
tim es w hen school is a  good setting  for learning, an d  there  are  tim es 
w hen th e  s tru c tu re  of school is less su ited  to teach  w h a t s tu d e n ts  
need to learn .
There are  two basic types of stories. Some sto ries focus on the 
what of life. O ther sto ries explore th e  why. A cadem ics are  an  
im p ortan t elem ent th a t  ch ild ren  need to learn  as  they  m atu re . 
However, in order to know  w ha t to do w ith  those  academ ics, 
ch ildren  need to lea rn  em otional m atu rity , life skills, how different 
types of hea lthy  re la tionsh ips w ork, an d  o th er e lem ents of a  
com plete, rounded  person . School is a n  excellent se tting  for what 
elem ents; th a t  is w ha t cu rricu lu m  is. We learn  ab o u t scientific 
inventors, we lea rn  ab o u t com m unity  helpers, we lea rn  w h a t a  
gerund  is. C oncepts a re  the  baseline of school.
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C hild ren’s lite ra tu re  seem s to agree w ith  th is. In books w here 
school is th e  setting , school is n o t directly  involved w ith  the  m ain  
conflict of the  story. One exam ple of th is  is the Chet Gecko series by 
B ruce Hale. T hese sto ries are  done in th e  style of Sam  Spade if he 
were a  lizard in an  elem entary  school. C het does m ost of th e  w ork 
du ring  recess or w hen a  teach e r is n ’t  paying a tten tion . Som etim es 
C het tries to do th in gs th a t  ru n  co n tra ry  to the no rm al w orkings of 
school, w hich provides conflict, b u t school is no t directly  for or 
ag a in st h is  goal of solving the  m ystery. It is m erely th e  setting.
W hen real life c lassroom s ru n  like they are  su pposed  to, the 
se tting  is relatively conflict-free. Even fu rth er, th e  su b jec t m a tte r of 
a  lesson  is rarely  if ever the  ac tu a l plot because  cu rricu lu m  does no t 
u su a lly  u se  a  plot s tru c tu re . Som etim es good teach e rs  can  crea te  a  
sense  of story, especially  in  a  long-term  project, b u t a  c lass is alw ays 
lim ited for excitem ent by its  four w alls, 8 :35 to 3:30 schedu le, an d  
s tandard ized  m aterial. While th ese  elem ents are  very u sefu l for 
organizational p u rp oses an d  for preventing  especially bad  teaching , 
they do lim it op tions for adven tu re , experience, an d  learn ing  th a t  is 
connected  w ith  real-w orld learn ing—w hich brings u s  to sto ries th a t  
get aw ay from school an d  w hat those  sto ries provide for children.
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7.2 U nsuperv ised  A dventures
S tories w here th e  ch ild ren  norm ally  w ould be in school b u t 
a re n ’t  include som e com m on elem ents. The first of th ese  is th a t  the 
p a ren ts , a n d  often all th e  ad u lts , are  ejected from the  sto ry  one way 
or ano ther. M any sto ries a re  ab o u t o rp h an s  (Harry Potter, The 
Secret Garden), o th ers  u se  som e k ind  of narra tive  device to sep ara te  
the ch ild ren  from ad u lts , e ither by bringing the ch ild ren  into 
an o th e r w orld or by bringing e lem ents from an o th e r w orld into th is  
one.
The classic exam ple of ad v en tu res  in  a  m agical w orld is from 
C.S. Lewis’ book The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe. The story 
s ta r ts  w ith  the  World W ar II bom bings in London th a t  provide a  
convenient excuse to send  the  ch ild ren  aw ay from th e ir p a re n ts  an d  
into the  co u n try  w here th ere  is a  big old h o use  a n d  people who 
a re n ’t  inclined to keep a  sh a rp  eye on w here the  ch ild ren  are.
D uring a  gam e of h ide an d  seek, one day, Lucy Pevensie w alks 
into a  room  w ith  no th ing  in it except a  large, old w ardrobe. Lewis 
u se s  the  w ardrobe a s  a  tra n sp o rt device, tu rn in g  it in to  a  m agic 
doorway th a t  Lucy, an d  la ter th e  re s t of h er siblings go th ro u g h  to 
en te r th e  w orld of N arnia. In th is  o th er world, there  are  no h u m a n  
ad u lts . The only one resem bling a  h u m a n  a d u lt is th e  W hite W itch,
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who unrightfu lly  calls h erself the  Q ueen of N arnia. The ch ild ren  are  
tak en  seriously  a s  th re a ts  to h e r reign an d  power, th u s  placing them  
in the  s ta tu s  of ad u lts . Some of th e  an im als are  intelligent, talk ing  
c rea tu res , b u t they  defer to th e  four Pevensie ch ild ren  a s  rightful 
heirs to the  four th ro n es  a t  C air Paravel.
O ther books u se  sim ilar w ardrobe devices to get th e  ch ildren  
away from the  real world an d  aw ay from superv ising  ad u lts . In 
Lewis C arroll’s Alice in Wonderland_an d  Through the Looking Glass, 
Alice goes first goes down th e  rab b it hole in the first an d  w alks 
th ro u gh  a  m irro r in th e  second. In a  recen t an d  p o pu la r series, The 
Secrets ofDroon by Tony Abbott, Eric, Ju lie , an d  Neal find a  
b asem en t door th a t  lets in  to th e  m agical world of Droon. However 
the ch ild ren  escape, they find them selves e ither sep ara ted  from 
ad u lts  all together, or am ong ad u lts  who are  willing to defer to the 
children. Jo h n  S tephens describes how the  ch ild ren  from  Five 
Children and It by E dith  N esbitt get aw ay an d  w hat it m eans:
The coun tryside  is rep resen ted  a s  an  escape bo th  from 
the  n au g h tin ess  in ch ild ren  co n seq u en t u p o n  u rb a n  
living an d  from the  ba tte ry  of ad u lts  w hich ex ists to 
reprove th a t  n au g h tin ess  (‘fa thers  an d  m others, a u n ts , 
u ncles, cousins, tu to rs , governesses, an d  n u rs e s ’);
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indeed, th ere  Svere no ru les [stated  or implicit] ab o u t 
n o t going to p laces an d  n o t doing th in g s’ (127).
In th is  quote, S teph en s refers directly  to h is  in te rp re ta tio n  of 
Five Children and It, b u t if we tak e  a  w ider view an d  see 
“n au g h tin ess” a s  a  general term  for values im posed by ad u lts , th en  
we see th a t  th ere  is a  good reason  w hy none of th ese  ch ild ren  seem  
to have p a re n ts  around . P aren ts  w ould only get in  th e  way. A dults 
w ould p ro tect, m ake decisions, p redeterm ine the value system , an d  
ac t like ad u lts—w hich w ould reduce or elim inate th e  ch ild ren ’s 
ability to p artic ipa te  in  the  story, especially w hen p a r t of th a t  story 
requ ires going th ro u gh  the  w ardrobe, sym bolizing a  d ep a rtu re  from 
the realistic  an d  en tering  into  th e  sym bolic developm ent of th e  child. 
Em otionally an d  m entally, a  child does have to m ake decisions an d  
so rt o u t m ean ing  a p a r t  from ad u lts , a n d  books u s in g  a  w ardrobe 
device allow a  po in t of d ep a rtu re  from th e  physical reality  to the 
in ternally  symbolic.
School is a  place for learn ing  cu rricu lu m  of th e  m ind, b u t 
w hen ch ild ren  need to learn  cu rricu lu m  of th e  h ea rt, they  do it 
ou tside of the  official school lessons. F an ta sy  elem ents a re  tools 
th a t often bring  the  in te rn a l to an  ex ternal rep resen ta tion . In real 
life, in te rn a l developm ent m ight be going on during  school, a ro u n d
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the  lessons a n d  u n seen  by anyone. However, in stories, th e  in te rn a l 
is m ade m ore dram atically  accessib le by exciting an d  perilous 
ad v en tu res th a t  rep resen t th e  im portan t, b u t invisible developm ent 
w ithin.
For exam ple, C.S. Lewis chose to externally  rep resen t the  
developm ent of a  boy nam ed  E u stace  Scrubb . E u stace  h a s  a  large 
ch a rac te r arc  th a t  begins w ith  him  being a  bully an d  distinctly  
lacking in sym pathy  an d  im agination . Once in N arnia, E u stace  
m akes everyone m iserab le u n til he gets lo st an d  en te rs  a  d rag o n ’s 
cave. The n a rra to r  po in ts o u t th a t  ch ildren  who have read  the  “righ t 
so rt of books” ( “Dawn T reader” 71) w ould have know n n o t to sleep 
on a  d rag o n ’s horde while h arbo ring  greedy th o u g h ts , b u t  E u stace  
h ad  a  m ore “m odern” education  a n d  knew  no th ing  a b o u t it. After 
h is nap , E u stace  w akes u p  to find th a t  he h a s  indeed tu rn ed  into a  
dragon, a  vivid ou tw ard  expression  of h is faults.
E u stace  h a s  a  difficult tim e com m unica ting  w ith h is friends, 
a s  he now h a s  only a  d rag o n ’s voice an d  becom es very lonely. 
Eventually  E u stace  begins to realize w h a t a  b u rd en  he is to o th ers 
an d  gradually  lea rn s em pathy  an d  help fu lness. His m o n stro u s 
body, firey b rea th  an d  w ings becom e qu ite u sefu l to h is  com rades, 
an d  E u stace  finds o u t w h a t it’s like to be helpful in s tead  of crabby.
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After he h a s  m ade a  real change in h is  h ea rt, he h a s  a  d ream  w here 
A slan, the  g rea t Lion, m u s t c u t th ro u g h  h is  d ragon sk in  to find the  
h u m a n  boy inside. The sym bolism  of how E u stace  develops from  an  
u n sy m p ath e tic  to a  sym pathetic  ch a rac te r is clear. Lewis did no t 
have to u se  fan tastica l elem ents for su c h  a  them e, b u t it is no t 
uncom m on for au th o rs  to w rite an d  for ch ildren  to read  “th e  righ t 
so rt of books,” th a t  is, books w hich m ake u se  of th e  im agination  an d  
show th e  in te rn a l th ro u gh  fan tastic , d ram atic , a n d  therefore fun, 
sym bols.
B runo  B ettleheim  is one of th e  foundational a u th o rs  in  fairy­
tale psychology. His book, The Uses of Enchantment, analyzes fairy 
ta les in te rm s of the  psychological role they  play. According to 
B ettleheim , H ansel an d  G retel is a  story  ab o u t g lu ttony  an d  
ch ild ren ’s oral fixation. C inderella, a s  w ith m any  fairy ta les ab o u t 
girls, h a s  a  fa ther incapab le of help ing h is  d au g h te r b ecau se  the  
conflict is ab o u t a  girl’s re la tionsh ip  an d  com petition w ith  h er 
m other. P ushed  to an  extrem e, she plays o u t the E lectra  syndrom e 
w here the  m o ther (always d isplaced from  a  ch ild ’s real m o ther by 
being a  step-m other) is directly  com peting w ith the  d au g h te r for 
female values su ch  a s  beau ty , goodness, an d  of course , the  
h andsom e prince.
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B ettleheim  argues th a t  fan tasy  gives ch ildren  a  sym bolic world 
w here they  can  w ork o u t in te rn a l conflict an d  p ersonal developm ent 
in  seem ingly concrete w ays. His a rg u m en t is also ou rs. C hildren 
en te r w orlds th a t  in  one w ay or an o th e r d ep a rt from  th e  real world 
so th a t  they  can  give sym bolic sh ap e  to th e ir in te rn a l developm ent— 
w hich b rings u s  to the  elem ent, besides ad u lts , w hich is lacking 
from m any  of th ese  adven tu res: school.
In the  N arn ia books, school is first d isru p ted  by th e  w ar, la te r 
it is d isplaced by a  force th a t  su ck s  the  ch ild ren  into  N arn ia even as  
their tra in  is w hisking them  aw ay to board ing  school. In every book, 
there  is a  good excuse to get ch ild ren  a p a r t  from the  m ain  
m echan ism  of school, to be off on an  adventure .
7.3 C urricu lum  O utside the  C lassroom
In N arnia, the  ch ildren  lea rn  th ro u g h  experience, a n d  they 
learn  th in gs th a t  a re n ’t  in  a  school cu rricu lum . In The Lion, the 
Witch, and the, Wardrobe, E d m u n d ’s ch a rac te r  experiencing the  
m ost developm ent. U nder the  influence of board ing  school, E dm und  
h ad  begun to “go w rong.” He is n ’t  very nice anym ore, an d  he is 
developing h ab its  th a t  Peter w orries ab o u t (such a s  lying an d  
picking on h is sister) an d  d o esn ’t seem  to have m u ch  confidence 
th a t  ad u lts  w ould help  E dm und . In N arnia, however, E d m u nd  is
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allowed to tak e  h is  n a s tin e ss  to th e  extrem e of betray ing  h is  siblings 
to the  W hite W itch. B u t th en  he  sees the  W hite W itch tu rn  a  party  
of u n su sp e c tin g  an im als in to  stone. As he con tem pla tes the ir fate 
the  n a rra to r  po in ts o u t th a t  th is  w as the  first tim e he h ad  ever felt 
sorry for anyone o ther th a n  him self. This is h is first tu rn in g  point, 
an d  h is new  feelings lead him  to eventually  help  defeat th e  W hite 
W itch. T hus, in  N arnia, E d m u st is bo th  lost an d  redeem ed, an d  
finally becom es a  king a t C air Paravel. S uch  a  progression  is 
difficult for a  board ing  school to m anage. W hich is w hy we need 
N arnia.
In jux taposition , an o th e r p o pu la r series of books u se s  a  
sim ilar w ardrobe device, b u t the  sto ries are  told in a  very different 
way. M ary Pope O sb o u rn ’s Magic Tree House series follows a  sim ilar 
p a tte rn  of allowing J a c k  an d  h is s is te r Annie into m agical 
adv en tu res w hen a  m ysterious tree h o use  ap p ears  in th e  w oods n ea r 
their hom e.
The difference w ith th ese  books is th a t  J a c k  a n d  Annie do n o t 
u se  th e ir w ardrobe device to sym bolically en te r th e  in te rn a l world. 
T heir ch a rac te rs  are  sta tic , clearly designed to teach  cu rricu lu m  an d  
p erp e tu a te  th e  book series. J a c k  is alw ays s tu d io u s  a n d  cau tio us. 
Annie is alw ays im petuous an d  excited, dragging J a c k  into  m ore
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d ram atic  s itu a tio n s th a n  he w ould be inclined to get in to  on h is 
own. The tree h ouse  is a  doorway into a  cu rricu lu m  u n it  w here 
Ja c k  an d  Annie read  from a  guidebook an d  solve a  puzzle a s  a  
learn ing  experience.
For exam ple, book #35, Night of the New Magicians, J a c k  an d  
Annie are  tran sp o rted  to th e  1889 W orld’s Fair in  Paris. They are  
told by M erlin (their m entor) th a t  a n  evil sorcerer is p lan n in g  to 
cap tu re  four new m agicians an d  force th em  to tell h im  th e ir secrets. 
J a c k  an d  A nnie’s m ission  is to save the  M agician of S ound , the 
M agician of Iron, the  M agician of Light, an d  the  M agician of the 
Invisible.
The two ch ildren  go th ro u gh  the  fair w ith c lues an d  discover 
th a t th ese  m agicians are  ac tually  sc ien tis ts  w hose w ork w ould look 
like m agic if som eone h ad  previously h ad  no experience w ith 
technology. They lea rn  ab o u t the  telephone (magic of sound), the 
light bu lb  (magic of light), p as teu riza tio n  (magic of th e  invisible), an d  
finally ab o u t the  Eiffel Tower itself (magic of iron). O nce they clim b 
all the  s ta irs  to the  top of the  tower, they  find a  g roup  of em inen t 
sc ien tis ts  (Louis P asteur, T hom as Edison, A lexander G rah am  Bell, 
an d  G u sta f Eiffel) in  a  qu ie t p arty  an d  happily  d isposed  to d iscu ss  
their secrets (such a s  “genius is 1% in sp ira tion  an d  99%
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p ersp ira tion”) w ith  the  two children . T hen th e  ch ild ren  lea rn  th a t  
there  is ac tually  no evil sorcerer, b u t th e ir m en to r th o u g h t th a t  they 
w ould w ork h a rd e r if they h ad  a  purpose.
While m ost of O sb o u rne’s o th er sto ries do allow J a c k  an d  
A nnie’s ad v en tu res  to be a  little m ore m eaningful th a n  th is  one, still, 
the ch a rac te rs  d o n ’t  develop, an d  the  scaffolding of th e  cu rricu lu m  
often show s th ro u g h  the  h an d s-o n  packaging.
In spite of all th a t, the  books are  still fun. O sbourn  u se s  one 
of th e  g rea t s tren g th s  of lite ra tu re , th a t  of vicarious experience. She 
could have s ta rte d  w ith pub lish ing  h er research  guides, w hich 
probably  w ould have never sold well on th e ir own, b u t she  u sed  the  
trad itiona l m agic to get ch ild ren  aw ay from boring, conventional life, 
an d  into ad v en tu res  w here they  are  im p o rtan t an d  lea rn  significant 
skills an d  inform ation. The fram e of J a c k  a n d  Annie going on 
adv en tu res an d  th en  re tu rn in g  to th e  tree h ouse  gives the  sto ries a  
com fortable fam iliarity an d  provides the  trope of “s tran g er in a  
strange lan d ” so th a t  explaining w h a t’s going on is re levan t to the  
story. The tree h o use  is O sb o u rn ’s w ardrobe th a t  gives ch ildren  
m agical access to an o th e r world w here they  can  have new  
experiences an d  be tak en  seriously.
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As school cu rricu lum , The Magic Treehouse books are  a  fun  
way to com bine ad ven tu re  w ith  learning. C hildren like to read  series 
books, an d  if they  will vo luntarily  a sk  for educational m ateria l ra th e r  
th a n  read ing  som e o ther series th a t  a re  easy  en te rta in m en t w ith no 
su b s tan ce , th en  the  books have value. However, they  are  tools th a t  
belong inside a  classroom , w hich is very different in  p u rp ose  an d  
effect from  books like the  N arnia series th a t  deliberately  leave the  
classroom  because  the  classroom  is n o t an  app rop ria te  learn ing  
context for th e ir them es.
7.4 Why Stories? A Sense of Purpose B ehind Life
A nother con tem porary  series of books h a s  a  hero  very 
deliberately  escape from school. In Eoin Colfer’s Artemis Fowl 
books, the  ch a rac te r  developm ent of th e  title ch a rac te r is m u ch  
m ore sub tle  th a n  in Lewis’ Narnia books, b u t A rtem is’ changing  
ch a rac te r ru n s  significantly th ro u g h  a  Ja m e s  B ond-m eets-T inkerbell 
adventure . A rtem is Fowl is a  gen ius, a  crim inal m asterm in d , an d  
twelve years old. If anyone over ab o u t fourteen is willing to give 
their su sp en sio n  of disbelief som e exercise, th ey ll see th e  fun  in  th is  
fast-paced  ch ess  board  w here th e  m ost powerful piece is the  
youngest one.
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P art of th e  significance in th ese  books th a t  get aw ay from 
school is th a t  people who are  norm ally  on th e  bottom  ru n g  of the 
power ladder a re  given a  space w here th e  values are  sh ifted  an d  
young people are  given s ta tu s  over old ones. In h is  w ritings on 
d econstruc tion  in literary  theory, J a c q u e s  D errida ta lk s  ab o u t how 
ou r en tire  perspective of reality  is b u ilt on b inary  value system s: 
good an d  bad , light an d  dark , th in  an d  fat, old a n d  young, powerful 
an d  weak. All values exist in b inary  p a irs  w ith  one elem ent being 
privileged over ano ther. For exam ple, good is privileged over bad—it 
is m ore greatly valued an d  seen  a s  m ore powerful. Along th a t  line of 
though t, a d u lts  an d  ch ildren  ex ist in  a  power s tru c tu re  w here ad u lts  
are privileged. In m any  ch ild ren ’s books, the  a u th o r tem porarily  
inverts the  pow er s tru c tu re , giving ch ild ren  a  chance to see 
them selves a s  powerful an d  privileged (B ressler 84).
A rtem is Fowl is a  c lear exam ple of a  person  w ho is powerful in 
spite of being young. Not only th a t, b u t he is powerful in  an  ad u lt 
world. To achieve th is  effect, Colfer h ad  to carefully co n s tru c t the 
ad u lt w orld A rtem is in te rac ts  w ith. In the  first book, Colfer gets rid 
of A rtem is’ p a re n ts  w ithou t ac tually  m aking  him  an  o rphan .
A rtem is’ fa ther is m issing  after h is  p lane c rashed  on th e  w ay to 
R ussia. His m other, Angelina Fowl, is tem porarily  in san e  over the
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shock  of having h er h u sb a n d  gone. She stays in h e r bedroom , w on’t 
let any  light in, an d  sp en ds m ost of h e r tim e in a  m edicated  sleep. 
Once the  p a re n ts  are o u t of th e  way, it is sim ple for A rtem is to 
neglect to enroll h im self in  board ing  school. Colfer m ak es it clear 
th a t  since A rtem is is already  so sm a rt th a t  he p u b lish es scholarly  
artic les u n d e r different p seudonym s for fun , six th  grade is probably 
no t so im p ortan t anyway.
The o ther h u m a n  ad u lt A rtem is deals w ith is B utler, a  
m assively powerful body g u ard  w ho h a s  the  m uscles, w eapon 
expertise, an d  cool dem eanor to m ake h im  a  com petitor for b es t in 
the  world. However, he is A rtem is’ se rv an t who defers to A rtem is in 
everything an d  follows o rders w itho u t question .
A rtem is’ opponen ts a re  also  ad u lts , b u t they a re  ou tside  the 
typical realm  of adu lthood  b ecau se  they  are  fairies, n o t th e  tinkle 
an d  glitter type of fairies. T hese fairies a re  sh o rt b u t n o t tiny, an d  
while they  do have som e types of m agic (especially healing  powers), 
their technology leaves an y th ing  developed by h u m a n s  w ay behind.
In h is  first adven tu re , A rtem is uncovers th e  carefully h idden  
existence of fairies an d  a ttem p ts  to k idnap  one an d  hold h e r hostage 
to get th e  ran so m  of faiiy gold—a ton  of gold bricks, to be exact. Of 
course no th ing  goes exactly accord ing  to p lan , b u t aside  from the
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adven tu re  elem ents of chance  a n d  m ischance , A rtem is finds th a t  the 
em otional elem ent of k idnapp ing  som eone an d  endangering  lives is 
m ore th a n  h is  coolly-cerebral p lan  h ad  bargained  for. As he finds it 
n ecessary  to com m it m ore an d  m ore extrem e an d  in -h u m an e  ac ts  in 
order to achieve h is financial goal, A rtem is finds it h a rd e r  an d  
h a rd e r to d isregard  h is  hum anity .
Early on in the  fourth  book, Artemis Fowl: The Opal Deception, 
A rtem is’ plot is ham pered  by h is  conscience: “Every tim e he spoke to 
m other he felt guilty. A ngelina Fowl h ad  a  way of aw akening  h is 
conscience. This w as a  relatively new  developm ent. A year ago he 
m ay have felt a  tiny  p inprick  of guilt ab o u t lying to h is  m other, b u t 
now even the  m inor trick  he w as ab o u t to play w ould h a u n t  h is 
th o u g h ts  for w eeks” (Colfer, Opal 95).
In the  end, A rtem is proves h im self to be the  m ost powerful 
player in  the  gam e, th u s  reinforcing h is inverted pow er values w here 
a  child can  com pete in  adult-level gam es, b u t A rtem is also  lea rn s 
th a t  he is su b jec t to h u m a n  eth ics an d  th a t  he values re la tionsh ips 
m ore th a n  gold—though  gold is still h igh  on h is list. T h u s, j u s t  a s  
in the  N arn ia series, it is m ore im p o rtan t for A rtem is to lea rn  to 
in te rac t w ith  people th a n  to m as te r academ ics.
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Chapter 8
Literary Analysis: Teaching—Mission Impossible?
8.1 Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle a s  a  B u sh  T eacher
T eacher b u rn o u t an d  tu rnover are  significant p a r ts  of the 
costs of public education  (Ingersoll, Younger et al.). As Sim on 
V eenm an an d  F rances R u st have reported , new teach e rs  often en te r 
the ir profession full of a  naive idealism  th a t  can  be quickly c ru sh ed  
u n d e r th e  w eight of real life in th e  schoolroom .
V eenm an posits th ree  levels of teach e r developm ent, w hich 
also reflect th e  concerns of ch ild ren  en tering  a  classroom  for the  first 
time:
1. Survival: in  th is  ph ase , new  teach e rs  are  concerned  ab o u t 
“c lass control, being liked by pupils, an d  being v a lu a ted .”
2. S ituation : in th is  ph ase , new  teach e rs  are  concerned  ab o u t 
“lim itations an d  fru s tra tio n s  in  the  teach ing  situ a tio n , 
m ethods an d  m ate ria ls ,” an d  how to m aste r ce rta in  skills 
w ithin  the  teach in g /lea rn in g  situa tion .
3. Pupil Concern: in th is  p h ase  teach e rs  becom e m ore ad ep t a t  
re lating  to pup ils a s  ind ividuals, the  teach ers  a re  concerned
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ab o u t the ir s tu d e n ts ’ learning, social an d  em otional needs.
(161)
'M ost stu d ies  agree th a t  beginning teach ers  do n o t begin to 
en te r the  second or th ird  level of developm ent u n til a t  lea s t their 
second year (Flores, Lundeen).
As we m ight im agine, it is the  teach e rs  in the  th ird  category 
th a t  s tu d e n ts  seem  to prefer m ost according to the  p o rtraya ls  of 
“good teach e rs” we find in ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re .
However, the  p a th  to becom ing a  th ird  level teach e r is difficult 
one. The s itu a tio n  of a  new teach er in  ru ra l A laskan school can  help  
u s  see th e  difficulties of a  first-year teach er in s ta rk  relief. A laska’s 
teach er tu rnover ra te  is 15 p ercen t com pared  to th e  n a tio n a l ra te  of
13.7 percen t, b u t th is  ra te  tak es  into  acco u n t A laska’s u rb a n  school 
d istric ts. “T eachers a re  b u rn in g  o u t a n d  leaving a t  a n  extrem ely h igh 
ra te  (50 p ercen t -  100 p ercen t tu rnover in  m any  schools)” (Ray 
B a rn h a rd t “Teaching” 12).
T eachers in A laskan villages b u rn  o u t quickly. While the 
isolated, cold, d a rk  env ironm ent often plays a  p art, an o th e r of the 
elem ents involved w ith teach e r a ttr ition  h ap p en s  after school. Take, 
for exam ple, th is  com posite case  s tu d y  I p u t together from my years 
traveling a ro u n d  ru ra l A laskan schools. D uring the  04-05  school
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year, two teach ers  sh a red  a  little h o use  in  the ir b u sh  village. Of 
course, after school, they w ent hom e to get som e re s t a n d  personal 
time. The problem  w as th a t  every day, it w asn ’t  long before th e  
bored s tu d e n ts  show ed up . At first, the  teach ers  let them  in, tried  to 
be nice. B u t th e  k ids w ould n o t go hom e. They stayed; they  played; 
they dem anded  a tten tio n  a s  long a s  the  teach ers  could  possibly  be 
coerced in to  giving it. W hen th e  younger teacher, who w a sn ’t  quite 
as tough  in h er teach er role, h ad  h ad  m ore th a n  enough, she  s ta rte d  
locking th e  door an d  telling th e  k ids they co u ld n ’t  play.
U nd au n ted , the  s tu d e n ts  still cam e. They pounded  on the  
door an d  yelled for th e ir teach e r to let th em  in. Pretty  soon they  ju s t  
yelled. Every day  they  yelled. The s tu d e n ts  th en  cam e in the 
evenings to pound  on the  door an d  the  w alls an d  yell for a t  least an  
hour. The younger teach e r becam e frazzled. She m ade it th ro u gh  
the school year, regretted  th a t  it d id n ’t w ork out, b u t h ad  a n  easy  
decision to give it u p  an d  go hom e.
The problem  w ith  teach e rs  w ho com e from ou tside  th e  village 
(which is v irtually  all of them ) is th a t  they  are  real people w ho th in k  
th a t  they ’re com ing to do a  job—an  e igh t-hour-a-day  job. And as  
m entioned, th ere  are  ch ildren  w ho look for a tten tion . I d o n ’t  p re tend  
to be an  expert on w h a t th e  ad u lts  do in villages, b u t I do know  th a t
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I have m et p a re n ts  who are  very involved in the  com m unity , o th ers 
who are  a re n ’t, an d  th a t  in  m y experience, a  village, j u s t  like any  
su b u rb a n  neighborhood in Am erica, typically h a s  g roups of younger 
an d  older ch ild ren  who w ander a ro u n d , looking for som ething  
in teresting  to do. The younger ch ild ren  w alk around ; the  teenagers 
ride four-w heelers. One a tte m p t on the  p a r t  of the  com m unity  is to 
provide after-school activities. As I have seen, b ask e tb a ll in  the 
school gym is an  especially p o pu la r w ay to fill th is  need. P lus, there  
are  u su a lly  a  good han d fu l of debate  team , yearbook com m ittee type 
of program s. The problem  is th a t  th e  teach e rs  a re  in  charge of all of 
these. In th e  villages I know  ab o u t, the  teach ers  (usually  w hite 
people in  th e ir tw enties from th e  lower 48) ru n  all the  ex tra  projects. 
For exam ple in The Teacher Who Came to Rivertown, p a r t  of the 
Cross-Cultural Teaching Tales series, A new  high school teacher 
s ta r ts  a  ch ap te r of Alcoholics A nonym ous an d  a  Boy Scou t troop, 
w hich tak es  a  lot of h is  after school time. B u t w hen th is  teacher 
leaves, the program s he w orked so h a rd  on d isap p ear along w ith 
him . “So m any  tim es teach e rs  com e into  a  village an d  s ta r t  
som ething  good, b u t th e  whole th ing  co llapses w hen they  leave,” Bob 
says (Anonym ous “Rivertown” 24).
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The teach e rs  come in to do som e good; to to u ch  lives. They 
la s t for u su a lly  one to th ree  years. (The ones who la s t longer u su a lly  
have a  s trong  sense  of pu rpose  a n d  rem ain  single or m arry  into the  
village (S tasanko, Jo h n  Foley). T hen th e  teach ers  leave an d  new 
recru its  com e in nex t year. Is th is  co n s tan t tu rn a ro u n d  h a rd e r on 
the com m unity  th a t  h a s  no con tinu ity  or h a rd e r on the  teach e rs  who 
find them selves d isillusioned an d  b u rn ed  ou t?  I d o n ’t  know, b u t I 
do know  th a t  it’s tough  to be successfu l, or even to know  w ha t 
successfu l is.
Not all teach e rs  face the  ex trem es th a t  A laskan teach e rs  do, 
b u t all teach e rs  know  ab o u t the  dangers of b u rn -o u t. Looking a t  the  
A laskan end  of th e  sp ec tru m  can  help  u s  see w ha t cu ltu ra l 
challenges school p resen ts  for teachers. For a  m inu te , I w ould like 
to look a t  expecta tions for the  teach e r th ro u g h  th e  lens of a n  ad u lt 
m entor who gives even m ore th a n  the  m ost involved b u sh  teach ers, 
who never feels the  sligh test to u ch  of b u rn -o u t, an d  is beloved by 
the ch ildren  of the  en tire  village. I’m  talk ing, of course , ab o u t Mrs. 
Piggle-Wiggle.
Betty M acD onald invented  stories ab o u t a  w om an we could 
call the  perfect after-school village teacher. Her nam e is Mrs. Piggle- 
Wiggle, a  w om an so am azing, she single-handedly  tak e s  care of an
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entire tow n of ch ildren  w ithou t b reak ing  a  sw eat. O ne of th e  th in gs 
th a t m akes Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle so perfect a s  a  “teach e r” is th a t  she 
h a s  no com m itm ents or in te re s ts  of h er own to in terfere w ith  h er 
ch ild -nu rtu ring . She d o esn ’t  have any  family com m itm ents th a t 
need looking after. Her only family is Wag, th e  dog, an d  Lightfoot, 
the  cat, w ho far from requ iring  any th ing , provide p u pp ies an d  
k itten s  for children  w ho w an t them . There are  never too m any  
young an im als, by the way. In la ter books, there  is a  pig, a  parro t, a  
horse, an d  a  few o ther an im als w ho only show  u p  a s  they  benefit 
ch ildren  in becom ing cu red  of th e ir ch a rac te r d iseases.
As for h u m a n  family, she  d o esn ’t have one. B etter th a n  being 
single, Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle is a  widow of ten  years a n d  h a s  no 
children. Her s itu a tio n  is a  cue th a t  m ean s th a t Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle 
isn ’t  going to acqu ire  any  family in  the  fu tu re  (unlike a  single, 22- 
year old b u sh  teach er who d o esn ’t w an t to give h er entire life to h er 
class). It gets even b e tte r th a n  th a t. Not only is Mr. Piggle-Wiggle no 
longer a ro u n d  to need a tten tio n  or to w orry ab o u t the  law n or the 
p a in t on a  car, b u t he w as also a  re tired  p irate . Hence, th e  obliging 
Mr. Piggle-Wiggle buried  a  tre a su re  som ew here in  th e  backyard , 
providing h o u rs  of am u sem en t for ch ildren  since Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle 
d o esn ’t m ind  a  b it th a t  they leave holes all over h e r yard .
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M acD onald never m entions w h a t it’s like w hen Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle 
tries to w alk th rough  the  y ard  after it h a s  ra ined , b u t it d o esn ’t seem  
to bo ther anyone.
Mr. Piggle-Wiggle b u ilt a n  upside-dow n h ouse  a t  Mrs. Piggle- 
Wiggle’s req u est an d  h id  secret cu p b o ard s an d  d raw ers th ro u g h o u t 
it. In these , he placed p ira te  gold, m oney, a n d /o r  jew els so th a t  
Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle could experience the  th rill of finding treasu re . 
(M acDonald also never m entioned  an y  of the violent m ethods of 
tre a su re -h u n tin g  th a t  p ira tes u su a lly  go in for.) The u p sh o t of th is  
is th a t  Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle d o esn ’t  need  a  job. She h a s  all the  tim e in 
the w orld to spend  on h er visitors.
Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle could be seen  a s  represen ta tive  of w ha t 
children  w an t from a  teacher. They seem  to believe th a t  a  teacher 
shou ld  spend  h er tim e on h er s tu d e n ts  b ecau se  she  loves to; th a t  
she shou ld  do it vo luntarily  b ecau se  she likes ch ildren  so m uch . 
T hough teach ing  is a  job , ch ild ren  d o n ’t  believe th a t  jo b -n ess  shou ld  
factor in to  th e  equation . In an  u rb a n  school, for exam ple, s tu d e n ts  
stereotypic ally d o n ’t  th in k  ab o u t w here teach e rs  go w hen they  a re n ’t 
in school an d  are  shocked  to see h e r in  th e  grocery store. In the 
village, s tu d e n ts  know  w here teach e rs  go, an d  have a  h a rd  tim e 
u n d e rs tan d in g  w hy after school sh o u ld n ’t  be like regu la r school w ith
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no hom ew ork. J u s t  like w ith  Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle’s house, children  
shou ld  be able to visit an d  play. In the  lower 48, cu ltu ra l no rm s 
sep ara te  s tu d e n ts  from teach ers  after school, b u t if they  grew u p  in 
a  s itua tion  w here th e  whole com m unity  only took u p  ab o u t th ree  
city blocks, a n d  they  alw ays knew  w here th e ir teach e r lived, the 
situ a tio n  m ight be sim ilar to A laskan villages, especially keeping in 
m ind th a t  villages a re n ’t on th e  road  system . There is now here else 
to go an d  no one else to visit.
Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle s ta r ts  o u t th e  first book lonely an d  w ishing 
for com pany. In the  scene w here M ary Lou d rags h e r su itcase  down 
the s tree t to escape the crue l m o ther w ho m akes h e r w ash  d ishes,
Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle is only too glad to have som e com pany. She even 
h ap p en s to have fresh  cookies a n d  a  po t of cam bric tea  all ready. 
Unlike M ary Lou’s m other, Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle does n o t have too 
m uch  housew ork  to do. She h a s  no th ing  to do a t  th e  m om ent b u t 
play a  delightful p re tend  gam e w ith M aiy Lou involving a  “w itch” 
th a t  is w aiting to in spect the  cleaning  u p  job. F ortunate ly  “p rin cess” 
Mary Lou is on h an d  to help  w ith  th e  d ishes, w hich co n sis ts  of ju s t  
the p la tes an d  cups. All th e  bowls an d  p a n s  th a t Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle 
m u st have u sed  to bake the  cookies d o n ’t seem  to be a rou n d . W ith 
a  sm all ta sk , a  story, an d  help  from Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle, M ary Lou
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quickly com pletes a  perfect job  an d  escapes the  w ra th  of the  w itch.
The next scene, in  M ary Lou’s house , show s Mary Lou, expert d ish  
w asher, being invited o u t to th e  movies by a  s tu n n ed  an d  p roud  
fa ther (Page 13).
S u b seq u en t cookie bak ing  by Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle an d  by 
various ch ild ren  is m entioned , b u t no d ish  w ash ing  ever tak es  place 
a t  the  h ouse  again. Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle’s h o u se  (the u p sid e  down 
h ouse  bu ilt by a  pirate) is a  w onderful one w here lesso n s are  easily 
pre tended  th ro u g h  an d  the  d rudgery  of reality  d o esn ’t  en te r— 
an o th e r po in t for Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle a s  perfect teacher.
It is in teresting  to see th a t  ch ild ren  never w an t Mrs. Piggle- 
Wiggle for a  m other. M ary Lou did no t a sk  to live w ith  Mrs. Piggle- 
Wiggle in the  land  w here chores are  few an d  fun a n d  w here 
vegetables never show  u p  on the  table. All th e  ch ildren , though , 
w an t Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle for a  grow nup th a t  plays an d  teaches. She 
h as  no goal or need th a t  w ould conflict w ith  h er little fr ien d s’ needs. 
She is happy  to have them  ru n  th ro u g h  the  house, bake in the  
k itchen, dig u p  the  yard , an d  play d ress  u p  w ith h er clo thes. If 
som eone b reak s  h e r snow  globe, th en  of course she  h ad  alw ays 
w anted  to see how it w orked anyw ay. She seem s to place no value
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on h e r p ersonal belongings, an d  all the  ch ildren  in th e  books have 
good in ten tions.
W hile we do see Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle w orking in h e r garden  a t  
one po in t (during school, so th a t  it d o esn ’t  in terfere w ith  play-tim e), 
th a t  scene is never connected  w ith  the  p irate-gold holes or the 
ch ildren  who pick flowers an d  jam  them  into p a in ted  bo ttles a s  gifts. 
By read ing  betw een the  lines, we see th a t  Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle is a  
grow nup w ho enjoys to garden , b u t w ho d o esn ’t m ind  if h e r flowers 
are  picked or if the  a rea  a ro u n d  (and possibly  in) h e r garden  is full of 
holes. Her law n never seem s to need mowing, b u t h e r y ard  d o esn ’t 
tu rn  into  a  m u d  p it either.
Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle’s perfection a t  com bining h er goals w ith  the 
goals of ch ild ren  d o n ’t  stop  ou tside  the  house , or even in  the 
k itchen. She is happy  to have ch ild ren  play d ress  u p  w ith  her 
clo thes an d  wobble a ro u n d  in h e r h igh heels. On S unday , she pokes 
a  h a t m ore or less back  into sh ap e  an d  w ears it to ch u rch . Even h er 
person  is a t  th e ir d isposal. She keeps h e r h a ir  very long so th a t  
little girls can  com b an d  arran g e  it w henever they like. Mrs. Piggle- 
Wiggle never seem s to need p erso n al space or tim e to herself, an d  
the  end  of the  day, w here she is left w ith  a  m essy  h o use  an d  d in ner 
n o t yet s ta rted , never com es. We ju s t  skip  th a t  p a r t  an d  show  u p
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the nex t day  after school to play w here th ere  is a  fresh  b a tch  of 
su g ar cookies all ready for u s . We never find o u t if Mrs. Piggle- 
Wiggle som etim es sighs a s  she  goes into  h e r bedroom  a n d  finds th a t  
the sh ee ts  have been  u sed  for a  rope-ladder, an d  th e  b lan k e ts  are 
d raped  over ch a irs , while the  bed itself h a s  c rum b s an d  a  m uddy 
footprint on it. T h a t’s n o t p a r t  of the  story. The only tim e Mrs. 
Piggle-Wiggle is tired  an d  goes to sleep is w hen it conveniently  gets 
h er o u t of the  w ay so th a t  th e  ch ildren  can  h u n t  for th e  la s t pile of 
tre a su re  h idden  som ew here in  th e  house.
While on the  surface , th e  Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle books are  
u n ab ash ed ly  didactic—after all, each  ch ap te r is ab o u t a  p a rticu la r 
“illness” th a t  ch ild ren  need to be cu red  of, su ch  a s  w on’t-p ick-up- 
toys—the con tex t is very e scap ist in  n a tu re . The ch ild ren ’s desire to 
explore an d  play, an d  possibly  m ake a  m ess, is m et w itho u t any  
obligation. W hen they  lea rn  the ir lesso n s an d  im prove th e ir 
ch a rac te rs , it is because  th e  lesso n s are  clever or m agic, a n d  the 
context a n d  experience lead them  to m ake th e ir own conclusions 
a b o u t life skills. Of course, in the  1950’s socializing conception  of 
the book, all of th e ir decisions are  good ones a t  th e  end , b u t 
nevertheless, learn ing  com es ab o u t by ep iphany  b ased  on p rim ary  
experience ra th e r  th a n  by w orksheet. Often, the  ch ild ren  do n o t
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even know  th a t  Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle is beh ind  the lesson . The 
m others call an d  get advice or a  bottle of tiny b lack  pills th a t  ta s te  
like candy. The ch ildren  conveniently  never assoc ia te  th o se  pills 
w ith the  b lack  ta ttle -ta il c louds th a t  come o u t of th e ir m o u th s , an d  
they decide on th e ir own th a t  th e  now-visible consequences of 
ta ttling  are  n o t w orth  it (Page 54).
I su sp ec t th a t  if u rb a n  public schools had  a  popu lation— 
including  teacher—th a t  kep t to a  block or two, th a t  ch ild ren  w ould 
show  u p  a t  the  teach e r’s h o use  a s  well, looking for som ew here to dig 
for gold an d  bake cookies.
A Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle teacher, th en , is one w ho is willing to 
devote h erse lf to crea ting  a  con text w here ch ildren  learn  th ro u gh  
in teresting  experiences w here they  can  find the significance of the 
lesson  w itho u t having anyone po in t it o u t to them . As the  teacher, 
she is defined by giving, inexhaustib le  energy, an d  h e r p erso n al life 
stays o u t of h e r professional connection  to s tu d en ts .
W hile Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle is on th e  extrem e end  of th e  “beyond 
perfect” ideal teach e r scale, looking a t  th e  ex trem es m akes it easy  to 
see th a t  while s tu d e n ts  have roles a n d  expecta tions for behavior in 
the  classroom , so do teachers.
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In the  case  stu d y  of o u r two village teach ers, th e  teach e r who 
left w as only sad  th a t she  w a sn ’t sad  to leave. She w an ted  to like it 
in  A laska, b u t d id n ’t—n o t a t  all. However, th e  new  teach e r who 
cam e to replace the  old one h a s  w orked o u t better. She h ea rd  the 
stories from the  teach er who stayed, an d  so she w as a  little m ore 
p repared  m entally  for th e  difficulties. W hen the ch ild ren  cam e to 
superv ise the  u n p ack in g  she a n d  h er h u sb a n d  h ad  to do, they  let 
them  in. G racious a t  first, they invited th e  ones w ho cam e over for a  
gam e n igh t once or twice a  week. Not th a t  they h ad  a  perfect time.
The wife especially  h ad  challenges an d  ad ju s tm e n ts  to m ake w ith 
h er high school s tu d en ts . There w as a  lot of after-school crying th a t  
w ent on from  S eptem ber on th ro u g h  ab o u t O ctober. However, th ese  
new teach e rs  were careful to es tab lish  ru les, an d  are  surviving 
better. The ch ild ren  get a tten tio n , b u t are  willing to n o t have 
c o n s tan t a tten tio n , w hich saves the  te a ch e rs ’ sanity . This se t of 
teach e rs  cam e p lann ing  to stay  ju s t  one year, b u t signed co n trac ts  
for a  second. Their expecta tions were th a t  the  job  w ould be difficult 
b u t rew arding, an d  th a t  proved to be close enough to reality  for 
them  to be able to continue.
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8.2 Good Teaching
Once a  teach er m anages the  expecta tions th a t  h is  s tu d e n ts  
an d  the  school cu ltu re  have for him , he can  th en  focus h is  a tten tio n  
on crea ting  a  learn ing  env ironm ent w here no th ing  is w asted . All 
s tu d e n ts  are  engaged—all the  tim e; all learn ing  is m eaningful; every 
concept is re levan t for all s tu d e n ts  an d  is regularly  applied  ou tside  
of school. Oh, a n d  rem em ber to include anyone w ho m ight no t fit 
the m ain stream  p a tte rn  d u e  to language or special ed ucation  needs.
In th is  seem ingly im possible search  for the perfect m ethod, 
p rac tica l application  is a  them e th a t  reoccurs to engage s tu d e n ts  
an d  m ake learn ing  m eaningful. Jo n a th a n  Gayles described  the  
im portance of re levan t pedagogy:
More a tten tio n  shou ld  be paid  to the pow er of p rac tica l 
in te rp re ta tio n s of academ ic ach ievem ent ra th e r  th a n  
som e in trin sic  or in h eren t value. As we con tinue  to 
invest in  an d  exam ine th e  im portance of cu ltu ra lly  
re levan t pedagogy, add itional re search  shou ld  consider 
the  im pact of u tilita rian  co n stru c tio n s of schooling an d  
achievem ent a s  a  stra tegy  to increase  s tu d e n t 
engagem ent (259).
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While m ost ed u ca to rs  w ould agree th a t  increased  achievem ent 
an d  s tu d e n t engagem ent is a  valuable goal, finding the  recipe for it 
is often tricky. One clear exam ple of s tu d e n ts  who are  engaged in 
th e ir learn ing  h ap p en s  a t  H ogw art’s school of w itchcraft an d  
w izardry. W ith h er Harry Potter books, J.K . Rowling c rea tes  a  world 
w here th e  cu rricu lu m  is m ore in terestin g  for its own sake th a n  m ost 
stories ab o u t school portray . Possibly th is  in te re s t is b ecau se  the 
knowledge is fictional a n d  so reality  never en te rs in  enough to 
remove the  rom ance from the  idea of being able to wave a  w and an d  
fix th ings, m ake them  zoom a ro u n d  th e  room , an d  so on. W hatever 
the reason , ch ildren  in o u r w orld are  in terested  in  read ing  ab o u t 
w hat tak es place a t  th is  m agical school.
However, even a t  H ogw arts, n o t all c lasses are  equally  
in teresting . Looking a t  w h a t com ponen ts a re  valued in the  
n a rra tio n  helps u s  to m ed ita te  on w h a t com ponen ts ch ild ren  m ay 
value in the  real classroom . In th e  first book, Harry Potter and the 
Sorcerer’s Stone, the  n a rra to r  describes H arry’s opinions of c lass by 
the  end  of the  first week:
Easily the  m ost boring c lass w as H istory of Magic, 
w hich w as the  only one ta u g h t by a  ghost. Professor 
B inns h ad  been very old indeed w hen he h ad  fallen
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asleep  in fron t of th e  staff room  fire an d  got u p  the  nex t 
m orning  to teach , leaving h is body beh ind  him . B inns 
droned  on a n d  on while they  scribbled  dow n n am es an d  
da tes, an d  got Em eric th e  Evil a n d  Uric the  O ddball 
m ixed u p  (Rowling 133).
Rowling’s h u m o ro u s po rtraya l of th e  lec tu re  style of teach ing  
po in ts o u t the  boredom  factor involved in p u re  delivery of facts. The 
ac tu a l events of w ars an d  goblin u p ris in g s were probably  quite 
eventful an d  could easily m ake exciting cu rricu lum . However, B inns 
m akes the  classic an d  extrem e m istake of leaving a  ch asm  in the 
classroom  w ith  him self an d  h is  m ateria l on one side an d  the  
s tu d e n ts  on the  o ther. The s tu d e n ts  find it difficult to lea rn  the  new 
inform ation since B inns m akes no a tte m p t to connect the  
inform ation w ith the ir p rio r knowledge or to m ake it seem  relevan t 
to the ir lives.
As a  co n tra s t, H arry’s fourth  year b ro u gh t a  new  Defense 
A gainst th e  D ark  A rts teacher. The teach e r who h ad  agreed to teach  
the c la ss  for one year w as a  d a rk  w izard ca tcher, called a n  Auror. 
M ad-Eye Moody h ad  lost one eye, a  c h u n k  of h is nose, an d  p a r t  of a  
leg in h is  law -enforcing role, ca tch ing  m any  evil w izards an d
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bringing them  to trial. He w as therefore uniquely  qualified to teach  
s tu d e n ts  to defend them selves ag a in st d a rk  w izards.
The first lesson  th a t  H arry’s c lass a tte n d s  is very different 
from the Professor B inns style of teaching. Moody chooses to give a  
p rac tica l d em o n stra tio n  on w hy s tu d e n ts  needed to pay  a tten tio n  to 
the m ateria l they  w ould be learning. He tak es  o u t th ree  sp iders, an d  
th en  a sk s  the  s tu d e n ts  to nam e th e  th ree  unforgivable cu rses .
These cu rses  are  m agic th a t  is so cu ltu ra lly  forbidden th a t  the  
p u n ish m en t for u s in g  one is a  life sen tence in  A zkaban, th e  w izard 
prison. The Im perious cu rse  tak es  over som eone’s actions:
Moody je rked  h is  w and, an d  th e  sp ider rose onto  two of 
its  h ind  legs an d  w ent in to  w ha t w as u n m is tak ab ly  a  
tap  dance.
Everyone w as laughing—everyone except Moody.
“T hink  i t ’s funny, do you?” he growled. “Y ou’d like it, 
w ould you, if I did it to you?”
The lau g h te r died aw ay alm ost in stan tly .
“Total contro l,” sa id  Moody quietly a s  the  sp ider 
balled itself u p  a n d  began  to roll over an d  over. “I could 
m ake it ju m p  o u t of th e  w indow, drow n itself, throw  
itself down one of yo ur th ro a ts .. ..” (“Goblet” 213)
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Moody th en  show s the  s tu d e n ts  the  C ru c ia tu s  C urse, a  
to rtu re  cu rse , an d  Avada Kedavra, th e  killing cu rse . By the  end  of 
the lesson , all of th e  s tu d e n ts  a re  deeply involved in bo th  the 
im portance of th e  co n ten t an d  th e  p resen ta tion . Moody crea tes a  
context w here th e  s tu d e n ts  can  u n d e rs ta n d  how th e  inform ation 
being p resen ted  is re levan t to them . Even though  n o t all cu rricu lu m  
is a  m a tte r of life an d  d ea th , all cu rricu lu m  can be im m ediate an d  
im portan t. W ithin m y own ex tended family there  are  enough  facts 
voluntarily  m em orized ab o u t video gam e history , th e  Pokem on 
world, an d  S ta r T rek trivia to fill a  g rad u a te  degree. M ost of th is  
inform ation is learned  from in s tru c tio n  m an u a ls , gam e ca rd s, online 
sources, an d  encyclopedia-styled books an d  articles. The question  
is, w hy is it valuable to lea rn  techn ica l inform ation ab o u t a  world 
th a t  does n o t exist in stead  of learn ing  inform ation th a t  m ight prove 
usefu l?  I su sp ec t th a t  th e  an sw er is in  the  context, th e  sto ry  th a t  
m akes the  inform ation seem  relevan t an d  in teresting .
Understood Betsy by D orothy Canfield F ischer is a  classic th a t 
is less w ell-know n th a n  Anne of Green Gables, b u t it provides som e 
in teresting  exam ples of a  girl w ho changes con texts an d  sudden ly  
com es to u n d e rs ta n d  ideas th a t  she  th o u g h t she h ad  learned . B etsy 
s ta r ts  o u t in  a  city school w here she  is an  excellent s tu d en t.
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However, w hen B etsy is sh ipped  to relatives in the coun try , her 
education  tak es a  new  tu rn . In the  city, B etsy w as expected to 
study , b u t n o t to apply h er knowledge, an d  so there  w as no p rac tica l 
application  to place h er knowledge in context. However, after h er 
uncle  p icks h e r u p  a t th e  tra in  s ta tion , B etsy gets h e r first chance  to 
th in k  for herself. Uncle H enry a sk s  B etsy to drive th e  w agon for a  
m inu te  while he does som e ca lcu la tions. Betsy is n ea r hysterics, 
b u t Uncle H enry d o esn ’t seem  to notice. She tries fran tically  to 
th in k  of som e way to rem em ber w hich  way is righ t a n d  w hich is left, 
so th a t  she  w on’t guide th e  h o rses  incorrectly.
And th en  sudden ly  som eth ing  inside [Betsy’s] head  
stirred  an d  moved. It cam e to her, like a  clap, th a t  she 
n eed n ’t know  w hich w as righ t or left. She ju s t  pulled 
the  w ay she  w an ted  [the horses] to go—the h o rses  w ould 
never know  w hether it w as th e  righ t or the  left rein!
It is possible th a t  w ha t stirred  inside h e r h ead  a t  th a t  
m om ent w as h e r b ra in , w aking up . She w as n ine years 
old, an d  she w as in  the  third-A  grade a t  school, b u t th a t  
w as the first tim e she h ad  ever h ad  a  whole th o u g h t of 
h e r very own. At hom e, A unt F rances h ad  alw ays 
know n exactly w ha t she w as doing, an d  h ad  helped h er
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over the  h a rd  laces before she  even knew  they  were 
there; an d  a t  school h er teach e rs  h ad  been carefully 
tra ined  to th in k  faste r th a n  the  scho lars. Som ebody 
h ad  alw ays been explaining th in gs to [Betsy] so carefully 
th a t  she h ad  never found o u t a  single th ing  for herself 
before. This w as a  very sm all discovery, b u t  it w as h er 
own. (25-26)
B etsy’s discoveries d o n ’t stop  there. The nex t m orn ing  before 
school, B etsy is helping h er a u n t  m ake b u tte r  in th e  dairy , and  
Betsy h a s  h e r first chance to u se  w eight m easu rem en ts  in  a  real-life 
se tting  a s  she gets the  sa lt for the  b u tte r. “She weighed o u t th e  sa lt 
needed on th e  scales, an d  w as very m u ch  su rp rised  to find o u t th a t  
there  really is su ch  a  th ing  a s  an  ounce. She h ad  never m et it 
before o u tside  th e  pages of h er arithm etic  book an d  she d id n ’t  know  
it lived anyw here else” (Fisher 52).
As they work, the  conversation  tu rn s  a  d iscu ssion  of w hich 
th ings in the  dairy  were th e  sam e a s  the  tim e w hen th e  D eclaration  
of Independence w as signed. B etsy is am azed  to find o u t th a t  the 
people from h isto ry  were real people w ho did real th in gs like m ake 
bu tter.
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To tell the  h o n es t tru th , a lth o u g h  she h ad  p assed  a  very 
good exam ination  in th e  little book on A m erican h isto ry  
they  h ad  stud ied  in school, [Betsy] h ad  never to th a t  
m om ent h ad  any  notion  th a t  there  ever h a d  been really 
an d  tru ly  any  D eclaration  of Independence a t  all. It h ad  
been like th e  ounce, living only inside h e r schoolbooks 
for little girls to be exam ined abou t. And now here A unt 
Abigail, talk ing  a b u t a  b u tte r-p a t h ad  b ro u g h t it to life! 
(Fisher 55).
B etsy g radually  com es to be a  confident person  w ho is secure 
in  h er own identity  b ecau se  she h a s  learn ing  experiences th a t  she 
th in k s  th ro u g h  an d  decides on in s tead  of accepting  w h a t she  is told 
ab o u t herse lf an d  the  world a ro u n d  her. W hen she  goes to the  little 
one-room  school house, the  teach e r confuses B etsy’s conception  of 
her own identity  by shifting the  girl u p  several g rades a t  reading, 
down a  grade in m ath , an d  ask ing  B etsy for advice a n d  help  in 
tu to rin g  one of th e  younger girls. As th is  h ap p en s , B etsy
fell b ack  on the  bench  w ith  h e r m o u th  open. She felt 
really dizzy. W hat crazy th in gs the  teach e r h ad  said!
She felt a s  th o ug h  she w as being pulled lim b from limb.
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W h a t’s the  m a tte r? ’ ask ed  the  teacher, seeing h er 
bew ildered face.
W hy—w hy,” sa id  [Betsy], “I d o n ’t  know  w h a t I am  a t 
all. If I’m  second-grade arithm etic  an d  seven th-grade 
read ing  an d  th ird -g rade spelling, w ha t grade am I?’
The teach er laughed . ‘You a re n ’t  any  grade a t  all, no 
m a tte r w here you are  in school. You’re ju s t  yourself, 
a re n ’t  y o u ?’ [...]
The m a tte r w as th a t  never before h ad  [Betsy] know n 
w hat she  w as doing in school. She h ad  alw ays th o u g h t 
she  w as there  to p a ss  from one grade to an o th er, an d  
she  w as ever so sta rtled  to get a  glim pse of th e  fact th a t  
she w as there  to lea rn  how to read  an d  w rite a n d  cipher 
an d  generally u se  h e r m ind, so she could  tak e  care of 
h erse lf w hen  she  cam e to be a  grown u p  (Fisher 77-79).
8.3 Sum m ary
W hat we seem  to ga ther from  th ese  sto ries is how im p o rtan t it 
is, from a  ch ild ’s-eye view, to lea rn  in su ch  a  way th a t  they  build  
u p on  prior knowledge re levan t to th e ir lives (even if it is the ir 
im aginary lives). It also  seem s th a t  th ese  books em phasize the
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effectiveness of co n stru c tiv ist techn iques, guided practice , an d  o ther 
“h an d s  on” learn ing  env ironm en ts over “em pty  vessel” m ethods 
(Freire, Rogers an d  Freiberg, G iroux, Kawagley).
We can  also  begin to see w h a t a  “good” teach er m ight look like 
from a  ch ild ’s po in t of view in th e  ch a rac te r  of Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle. A 
“good” teach e r seem s to be a  person  w ith  end less re so u rces an d  
energy who h a s  no in te re s t o th er th a n  in the  welfare an d  n u rtu rin g  
of the ch ildren  u n d e r h er care. It is a n  egoistic perspective, certainly , 
b u t one th a t  seem s to reso n ate  w ith  ch ild ren ’s values. However, 
these  expecta tions are  difficult for a  teach er to fulfill, especially  in 
un ique  env ironm en ts like ru ra l A laska.
In the  conclusion  we will explore th e  im plications of these  
expecta tions from a  tea ch e r’s perspective an d  suggest how teach ers  
m ay be able to lean  th e ir c la sses  tow ard th is  construc tiv ist, teacher- 
a s -n u r tu re r  fram ew ork w ithou t having to revolutionize th e  education  
system , or even th e  classroom .
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C h a pt e r  9  
D isc ussio n
9 .1  S u m m a r y
We have found, th ro u gh  a  close read ing  of a  n u m b er of m id­
read ing  level books, four m ajor them es.
9.1.1 R elationship
Books w ith  female p ro tagon ists  tended  to tre a t subversion  as  
a n  u n in ten tio n a l byproduct of the  s tu d e n t a ttem p ting  to fit into the  
web of re la tio n sh ip s in h eren t to th e  school, for exam ple R am ona 
subverting  the  ow l-m aking activity in order to n o t be seen  by the 
teach er a s  a  copycat. These sto ries u su a lly  end  w hen th e  m ain  
ch a rac te r is able to es tab lish  an  u n d e rs tan d in g  w ith  th e  teacher, or 
w hen she  is otherw ise able to find a  way to fit harm on iously  in to  the  
re la tionsh ip  web of the  school. An exam ple of th is  is w hen  R am ona 
is able to clear u p  som e m isu n d ers tan d in g s  w ith h e r teach e r from 
beh ind  th e  safety of the  ca t m ask.
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9.1 .2  Subversion
Subversion  of au th o rity  seem s to be perform ed m ostly  by boys 
in  these  books. The ch a rac te rs  su b v ert au th o rity  in order to crea te  a  
place for th e ir personality  in the  school system . They gain a  place by 
d isplacing p a r t of the  power of th e  au th o ritie s  an d  stepp ing  into  th a t  
vacancy them selves. For exam ple, George a n d  Harold, in  th e  Captain 
Underpants series, d isp lace Mr. K rupp, th e  principal, an d  effectively 
gain contro l over him  w ith  th e  hypno-ring. However, th ere  seem  to 
be e th ics a ttach ed  to subversion , while the  au th o rity  figures play by 
the ru les , th e  ch ild ren  do too, re s tra in in g  them selves from p u sh in g  
th e ir subversion  to the  po in t of b reak ing  the  system  down 
completely. W hen the  au th o ritie s  b reak  the  ru les, th e  ch ild ren  follow 
su it an d  chaos ensues. An exam ple of th is  is Fred an d  George in the  
Harry Potter series, who rein  in th e ir m ischievous tendencies u n til 
U m brage m akes the  school u nbearab le .
9 .1 .3  A lternative Learning E nvironm ents
It seem s th a t  education  of th e  h ea rt, or deep ch a rac te r 
developm ent, rarely  tak es  place in  school. In fact, m ost au th o rs  
w an t to take th e ir ch a rac te rs  o u t of school, an d  often o u t of the  
range of a d u lt influence altogether, in  o rder to help th e  child  grow in
188
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
charac ter. The Chronicles o f Narnia a re  a  case  in point. In th ese  
books the  ch ild ren  are  b ro u gh t aw ay from th e ir norm al 
su rro u n d in g s (and, a s  in the  case  of E u stace  an d  the  Pevensie 
children , aw ay from school itself) an d  b ro u gh t to a n  environm ent 
w here they  are  given overw helm ing challenges. Only by changing  
an d  growing a s  people can  they  m eet th e ir challenges. However, the 
w ardrobe device can  also be u sed  to teach  a  cu rricu lu m  a s  in the  
Magic Tree House series, w here J a c k  an d  Annie go to m any  different 
places learn ing  facts along the  way, b u t re tu rn in g  u n ch an g ed  in 
charac ter.
9 .1 .4  T eachers
The ch ild ’s fan tasy  of the  perfect teach e r seem s to be som eone 
who is com pletely dedicated  to the  children , w ith no p erso n al needs 
an d  an  inexhaustib le  supp ly  of energy an d  reso u rces for the  
education  of the  children , a s  personified by Mrs. Piggle Wiggle. We 
also saw  th a t  h an d s-o n  learn ing  th a t  h a s  relevance to th e  s tu d e n ts ’ 
lives is valued over “em pty vessel” learning. M ad-Eye Moody’s 
m ethod of teach ing  the  app ren tice  w izards ab o u t the  th ree  forbidden 
cu rses  th ro u g h  the  h ap less  sp iders is show n by Rowling to be m u ch  
m ore effective th a n  Professor B inn ’s dry  lectures.
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9.2 Succeeding a t  the  Im possible
The sto ries we have d iscu ssed  in th e  previous ch a p te rs  show  
u s , from th e  s tu d e n ts ’ perspective, the  d au n tin g  expecta tions th a t  
teach ers take u p o n  them selves in  order to begin com m unicating  
w ith th e ir s tu d e n ts . They m u s t be know ledgeable, w ise, 
u n d e rs tan d in g , m atu re , creative, endlessly  energetic, a n d  m ind 
readers. The requ irem en ts carry  on th ro u gh  a  list th a t  th rea ten s  
b u rn -o u t to everyone a ttem p ting  to p a ss  th ro u gh  a  school door.
In theory, a  teach e r shou ld  be able to balance ideals, realities, 
facets of th e ir own identity , an d  effective classroom  skills, all the 
while pulling perfect te s t scores o u t of s tu d e n ts  w hose h e a r ts  an d  
being touched  an d  lives changed. T hese are  ou r m as te r teach e rs , the  
ones th a t  we w an t to be like, th e  ones th a t  have been  teach ing  for 
fifteen or tw enty  y ea rs  or m ore an d  a re n ’t  b u rn ed  ou t, th a t  
consisten tly  an d  reliably m anage to reach  stu d en ts .
I th in k  th e  problem  com es w hen th ese  teach e rs  a re  observed 
in su ch  cases th a t  only th e ir “b es t p rac tices” are a p t to be 
docum ented  an d  p assed  on to the  new  generation  of teach ers. I’m 
n o t su re  th a t  the  awareness of m as te r teach ers  is tra n sm itted  a t  all, 
an d  so the  only way m as te r teach ing  is learned  is if a  pre-service 
teach er gets lucky enough to be paired  w ith  a  m en to r in the  righ t
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circu m stances or if th a t  first-year teach e r som ehow  know s to learn  
it individually. Som etim es, a s  pre-service teach e rs  a re  tra ined , they  
only h ea r th e  good sto ries (Kane), w hich exaggerate th e ir 
expectations an d  fail to p repare  them  for the  daily w ork th a t  can  
ta rn ish  the  sh iny  ideal of teacher-w ho-touches-lives. As Kawagley 
an d  B a rn h a rd t p u t it:
F requently , the  p rac tica l school contexts p u t severe 
p re ssu re s  on th ese  te a c h e rs ’ h igh hopes. Everything 
th a t  w as regarded  as  ‘good’ could no t be done, an d  
m any  th ings teach e rs  personally  disliked h ad  to be 
done. No m a tte r w h a t the  te a ch e rs ’ p ersonal an d  
professional com m itm ents, each  teach er w as strongly 
affected by h e r /h is  school context. Accordingly, 
s tu d e n ts  b ro u gh t the ir own life contexts in to  school.
T heir p ersonal joys an d  family problem s were em bedded 
in th e ir behavior, an d  therefore, becam e an  in tegral p a r t 
of te a ch e rs ’ professional p rac tices.” (1 1 )
However, th ese  stories also give in sigh t into w h a t k inds of 
teach ing  s tu d e n ts  connect w ith. T eachers can  provide tools for 
s tu d e n ts  to crea te  th e ir own m ean ing  m u ch  in th e  sam e w ay the 
“good” teach ers  in  th ese  sto ries were able to.
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9.3 Im plications
9.3.1 R eading Your C lass
A m etap ho r for the  classroom  as  an  env ironm ent can  be found 
in the  book Dancing With a Ghost: Exploring Indian Reality, by 
R upert Ross.
Ross tells a  sto ry  from w hen he w as a  fishing guide. O n one 
fishing trip , while there  were no visible signs th a t  he sh o u ld  do so, 
he felt u n ea sy  ab o u t th e  w eather. Som ething w asn ’t right, an d  so, 
despite p ro tes ts , he moved h is  g roup  closer to cam p w here they  
consequen tly  h ad  she lte r w hen a  sho rt, b u t violent sto rm  ap p eared  
an d  b a tte red  them  for ab o u t fifteen m in u tes  before d issipating . The 
in ten t of th is  story  w as to po in t o u t th a t  he co u ld n ’t provide a  
conscious catalogue of w ha t he w as perceiving, b u t he could  still 
in te rp re t those  read ings appropriate ly  an d  ac t on them , m u ch  to 
everyone’s su b seq u en t relief.
Ross sp en t eleven y ea rs  a s  a  fishing guide, a n d  p resum ab ly  
h ad  sp en t som e tim e before th a t  learn ing  w h a t he needed to know  to 
becom e one. For exam ple, he learned  to pay  a tten tio n  to h is  
environm ent, a  critical p a r t  of any  Native or Ind igenous philosophy.
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In th e ir w ritings focusing on A laskan  education , O scar 
Kawagley an d  Ray B a rn h a rd t say  the  sam e th ings. One of the ir 
stories is ab o u t sc ien tis ts  steeped  in a  W estern  ap p ro ach  to d a ta  
who are  trying to u n d e rs ta n d  ch an ges in the  pike popu lation . After 
som e m iscom m unication  w ith local Native A laskans, they  finally 
com e to u n d e rs ta n d  w ha t th e  people are  telling them . The 
governm ent b u rn  policy for forest fires affects beaver dam s, w hich in 
tu rn  affects pike popu la tion  location. The o u tsid ers  w eren’t 
p repared  to see a  ch a in  of in terre la ted  elem ents, an d  th e ir 30 years 
of com partm entalized  scientific d a ta  co u ld n ’t  com pare to 300 years 
of collected inform ation from groups who lived in the  a rea  an d  
sh a red  inform ation  (par. 24).
J u s t  like Ross a n d  the  Native A laskan  locals in  th ese  stories, 
teach ers  live in in trica te  env ironm ents of th e ir own. The larger 
env ironm ent m ight be u rb a n  or ru ra l, an d  th a t  will com e into play, 
b u t th e  im m ediate env ironm ent is typically a  room  w ith  four w alls, a  
door, d esks, an d  s tu d en ts . Officially, there  is n ’t su pposed  to be 
m u ch  to read  in the  sam e way th a t  Ross read s h is environm ent.
The teach e r organizes the  v isua l environm ent, an d  while th e  bu lletin  
boards m ay change, the  w alls do not. The desks change only rarely, 
after enough b lue-ink  in itia ls an d  c ru s ted  w ads of illegal bubb le
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gum  have accum ula ted , an d  even th en  they  look m ore or less the  
sam e.
So w e’re left w ith the  children . If y o u ’re o u t on a  river from 
tim e to tim e, it m ight look the  sam e: w ater, san d , g rass , sky, an d  so 
on. If you live there , you notice the  m oods, the  w eather, the  
changes. As an  experienced teach e r or p a re n t will tell you, it is also 
so w ith th e  children.
W hen the  w eather changes or we have to hold school even 
though  it’s Halloween or two days before C hris tm as, th en  we sigh a t  
ou r chaotic beehive an d  w ait for a  dry, norm al day. Carol B a rn h a rd t 
w as p a r t of a  group th a t  video tap ed  c lassroom s a t  different schools 
in A laska. They found very different re su lts  w hen they  com pared  
the schools w ith  w hite teach e rs  to the  ones w ith Native teachers.
While the  ro u tin es an d  desk  a rran g em en ts  were th e  sam e, the  
s tu d e n ts  behaved differently.
According to m ost s tu d ies  done on Native A m erican s tu d e n ts  
in  education , th e  Native s tu d e n ts  shou ld  have been “passive, shy, 
w ithdraw n ,” (“T uning  In” 5) b u t w hen they h ad  Native teach e rs  they 
asked  an d  answ ered  questions, ra ised  th e ir h an d s , spoke loudly 
enough, a n d  generally p artic ipa ted  (5). In looking a t  v ideotapes of 
th ese  c la sses  over an d  over again , Carol B a rn h a rd t found th a t
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“these  [Native] teach ers  h ad  an  u n ca n n y  ability to know  an d  
u n d e rs ta n d  th e ir s tu d e n ts ,” a  term  h er team  found them selves 
calling “tu n in g  in” (6). She found th e  Native teach ers  “tun ing -in  
rhythm ically  w ith  the ir speech  an d  body m ovem ents, tu n in g  in by 
listening, an d  tu n ing -in  specifically to individual s tu d e n ts” (6 ).
B a rn h a rd t analyzed th e  classroom  rhythm ically , an d  found 
th a t  the  Native s tu d e n ts  h ad  a  slower rhy thm ; they w aited a  little b it 
longer to respond , an d  so the  w hite teach e rs—who were u se d  to a  
faster tem po—-jumped in an d  answ ered  for them . This an d  o ther 
elem ents of a  cu ltu ra l difference in  m ovem ents, verbal vs. n o n ­
verbal cues, a n d  so on, led B a rn h a rd t to believe th a t  the  well- 
m eaning  w hite teach ers  ju s t  w eren’t  com m unicating .
Sim ilarly, D ouglas E. Foley found th a t  w ith Native A m erican 
s tu d en ts , especially the  M esquakis, the  “T endency to be silen t in 
w hite c lassroom s is due to th e ir d istinc t, learned  linguistic  an d  
cu ltu ra l trad itio n ” (81). R ather th a n  a  ch arac teris tic  th a t  is b roken  
an d  needs to be fixed, Foley recom m ends cu ltu ra l u n d e rs tan d in g . 
S tu d en ts  a re  silen t due to d ish arm on y  an d  som etim es a s  a  
subversive techn ique b u t n o t o u t of sh y n ess  or laz iness in  the  way 
th a t they  are  labeled (83).
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T eachers know  th a t  even if th e  en tire  classroom  is cu ltu ra lly  
hom ogenous, there  are  still sim ilar issu es  th a t  arise  a t  tim es w ith 
the whole c lass , m ore often w ith  individuals or sm all groups. The 
bad  new s is th a t  rh y th m  is ju s t  one elem ent th a t  a  teach e r needs to 
be aw are of in a  classroom , a n d  there  is no one to teach  it. The good 
new s goes back  again  to Ross an d  the  fishing guide analogy. He 
specu la ted  th a t  he could tell the  sto rm  w as com ing b ecau se  he felt 
the  barom etric  p ressu re  change, b u t  he d id n ’t  know  for su re . 
However, he knew th a t  the  sto rm  w as com ing. O ften in teach ing  
an d  in tra in in g  teach ers, the  focus is on cu rricu lu m , on discipline, 
on classroom  m anagem en t, on b es t p rac tices w hich we hold on to 
like a  m ap. Is it possible th a t  we rely so m u ch  on the  m ap  th a t  we 
d o n ’t th in k  of learn ing  to read  the  signs a ro u n d  u s?  Is it possible to 
do so?
P erhaps teach e rs  could see them selves as  som eone like Ross. 
If a  teach er focuses only on w ha t she expects to find, th en  all o ther 
percep tions will be ru led  out. However, if a  teach er lea rn s  to read  
h er classroom  like Ross read s the  river, th en  she can  have access to 
a  m ore com plex p ic tu re  of th e  ind ividuals w ho s it a t  th e ir desks. 
W hen the  teach e r can  find w ays to build  u n d e rs tan d in g  an d  
com m unication  w ith  s tu d e n ts , th en  she  can  know  th em  m ore fully
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a s  individuals. If she can  do th a t, th en  she can  begin to teach  like a  
jazz m usic ian , w ho lets the  tech n iqu e  ride on its own while she 
p lucks in tangible cues seem ingly o u t of the  a ir  for a n  im provisation  
th a t  is righ t for the  m om ent. She can  reinforce h er ru les  ab o u t 
ra ising  h a n d s  an d  p assin g  spelling te s ts , b u t she can  also  find th irty  
seconds here an d  th ere  to ta lk  to ch ild ren  a s  ind ividuals ab o u t the  
positive, the  negative, a n d  ab o u t w h a t seem s trivial to a d u lts  b u t 
over tim e bu ilds an  identity  for children .
Practical application , real-w orld application , an d  co n stru c ted  
learn ing  are  no t new  concep ts, by any  m ean s (Rickey; Fosnot). 
However, it is very easy, if one is n o t careful, to crea te  a  school’s 
“co n stru c ted  learn ing  program ” w here s tu d e n ts  a re  requ ired  to 
guess a t  th e  ru les in stead  of m em orizing them , since th e  physical 
an d  social s tru c tu re  of school w orks ag a in st contextualized  learn ing  
(Quinn; Postm an). The very vocabulary  of school e s tab lish es itself 
a s  a  se tting  th a t  is a p a r t  from the  “real w orld” w here w h a t s tu d e n ts  
are learn ing  shou ld  be applicable (Freire). In sp ite of these  
challenges, I do n o t in tend  to reach  the  conclusion  th a t  school is an  
inheren tly  b ad  system  an d  th a t  a  new system  shou ld  be developed. 
Any system  h a s  bo un d aries an d  therefore lim itations. A m ore 
constructive ap p ro ach  is to u n d e rs ta n d  the  n a tu re  of th e  system
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th a t  we cu rren tly  w ork w ith  an d  try  to figure o u t how to m ake it 
m ore successfu l.
I take th is  app roach  to teach ing  b ecau se  no one s ta r ts  in  an  
ideal s itu a tio n  or even w ith a  clean  slate. T eachers have been 
tra ined  to know  w hat to do in a  classroom . As a  new  teacher, I can  
sp o u t all the  ideals I w ant, b u t w hen I th in k  ab o u t p lann ing  m y own 
classroom , I s ta r t  w ondering if packaged  cu rricu lu m  m ight simplify 
my life. Not th a t  p u rch ased  m ate ria ls  are  bad , b u t every teach er 
likes to th in k  th a t  she falls m ore on th e  creative-pro ject-com m unity  
end  of th e  sp ec tru m  th a n  on the  y e t-ano ther-d reary -w orksheet end.
In real life, a  teach er h a s  to balance the  creativity  w ith  w h a t energy 
is available in bo th  teach e r an d  s tu d en ts .
To com plicate m a tte rs , the  teach e r m u s t be largely responsib le  
for th e  organization  of the  c lass sim ply because  of being th e  adu lt.
In a  college fresh m an  class, m y h u sb a n d  a ttem p ted  an  experim ent 
an d  gave th e  s tu d e n ts  ju s t  enough  s tru c tu re  to in s is t th a t  they 
decide w h a t they  w anted  to learn , how they w an ted  to learn , an d  
how they shou ld  ac t on it. The re su lt w as th a t  the  s tu d e n ts  were 
confused an d  fru stra ted . No m a tte r how m uch  freedom  you say  th a t  
you give s tu d e n ts , u ltim ately  the  teach e r wields a  grade like a n  axe, 
an d  s tu d e n ts  know  it. T h a t is, if they  care ab o u t g rades a t  all. If
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they d o n ’t, th en  choice of s tru c tu re  en d s u p  in no s tru c tu re , 
because  th a t ’s w h a t the  s tu d e n ts  w ould prefer.
There is a  way, though , to com bine individual learn ing  w ith 
assig n m en ts  th a t  do n o t kill off th e  teacher. For exam ple, Taylor 
ta lk s ab o u t h is  experiences tra in in g  teachers. They so u n d  a  lot like 
anyone placed in the  role of a  stu d en t:
In my c lasses for beginning teach ers, they have the 
opportun ity  to becom e e thnog raphers. M any arrive a t  
th e  un iversity  w ith  an  u rg en t desire for “quick-fix” 
lessons. They w an t to know  the  course requ irem en ts, 
w h a t te s ts  they  have to take , a n d  how m any  pages they 
have to write. In 35 y ears I have never given a  te s t a n d  I 
encourage my s tu d e n ts  to w rite for pub lication  or 
conference p resen ta tio n s , n o t term  p ap e rs  th a t  I alone 
will read . Som etim es s tu d e n ts  p u b lish  individually b u t 
often we w rite collectively. (350)
Taylor tries to com bine p rac tica l application  w ith  s tu d en t- 
driven w ork th a t incidentally  tak es less w ork for him  to p u sh . From  
my own experience, I have found th a t  s tu d e n ts  are  m u ch  m ore 
involved an d  produce b e tte r w ork if I give th e  assignm en t, b u t they 
are allowed to choose th e  d irection  th a t  the  assig n m en t goes.
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Even if we w ould choose to have s tu d e n ts  take ow nersh ip  of 
the ir own education , we have to teach  them  how to do it, a n d  why 
they w ould w an t to, first. It is n ’t  ideal, b u t th a t’s w here m o st of u s  
s ta rt. So while possible to do, it tak e s  reflection an d  p lann ing  on the  
p a r t of th e  teacher. Trying to com bine freedom  w ith  d irection  is a  
skill th a t  tak es  experience.
So a s  teach ers , th a t ’s w here we s ta r t  out, tra in ed  a n d  ta u g h t 
ourselves in  the  w ake of th e  No Child Left B ehind legislation th a t 
ad d s m ore ru les an d  m ore u n ce rta in ty  ab o u t how to follow them .
T h at is w hy I suggest the  type of subversion  th a t  d o esn ’t  need  to 
cost a  teach e r h is  job. The la s t th ing  we need  is for all w ell-m eaning 
teach e rs  to be m ade into in s titu tio n a l m arty rs  b ecau se  of the ir 
beliefs. We need to teach  sm arter, n o t sh o u t louder.
9.4  R ecom m endations
George an d  H arold frequently  u sed  technology (hypno-ring, 
tim e travel devices, etc) to accom plish  th e ir subversion . P erhaps we 
as teach ers can  also u se  technology for o u r own type of subversion . 
Rem em ber, th a t  th e  goal is n o t to u n derm in e  the  in s titu tio n , b u t  to 
teach  well in  sp ite  of th e  lim itations im posed on u s  by regu la tions, 
funding  lim itations, an d  the  space available in  a  classroom . T h a t’s 
w here technology com es in. Learning technology is on th e  good list.
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Learning to u se  th e  technology is the  s tan d a rd ; w h a t you do while 
you learn  it is not. Suddenly  form ra th e r  th a n  co n ten t is on th e  list 
of s ta n d a rd s  as con tent. T h a t m ean s th a t  the  real co n ten t can  be 
w hatever you w ant. It ju s t  m ight even be w h a t th e  s tu d e n ts  are 
really in terested  in, w here they  com e from, o r who they  are.
The o ther p u sh  for technology is th a t  s tu d e n ts  have fun  to 
p u sh in g  b u tto n s  or clicking on a  m ouse. My own experience finds it 
a  p retty  u n iversa l fact ab o u t anyone u n d e r tw enty. C hildren  I have 
w orked w ith  in  a  wide sp ec tru m , su ch  a s  m y own sons, technology 
w orkshops in public school, an d  college cou rses I have ta u g h t lead 
me to n o t u n d e res tim ate  the  technology-savvy abilities an d  
inclinations to learn  m ore of young people.
My own son  a t  age 18 m o n th s w as like th is. W hen we w ent to 
anyone’s hom e, he ra n  to th e  VCR, found a  movie to p u t in, an d  
intuitively knew  the right button to p u sh . I know the  re b u tta l is to 
say  th a t  he ju s t  w atched  too m u ch  TV, b u t anyone w ho h a s  ever 
tried to u se  th e  video equ ipm en t in a  new  classroom  on a  college 
cam p us w ith  yo ur whole c lass w atching  you know s th e  m iracle of 
finding the  righ t b u tto n  on the  first try. Incidentally , th a t  sam e son 
could n o t be kep t from  ru n n in g  h is  favorite w indow s program s 
w ithou t in s tru c tio n s  from me.
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O n a  larger scale, I have sp en t the  la s t several years  teach ing  
technology sem in ars  a t  schools in A laska. Of teach ers , h igh school 
s tu d e n ts , an d  six th  g raders, I’m  afraid  th a t  the  teach e rs  were the  
only ones w ho w ouldn’t  have p assed  th e  p rac tica l app lication  test. I 
a lm ost never need to show  a  s tu d e n t w here the  pow er b u tto n  an d  
sty lus b u tto n  on a  PDA is. A dults a lm ost alw ays need  prom pting.
This difficulty of u n d e rs tan d in g  the  ch ild ’s perspective from 
the ad u lt po in t of view brings u s  back  to th e  cu ltu ra l an d  con tex tua l 
po in ts in education . Technology is a  p a r t of the s tu d e n t cu ltu re .
W hen I h an d  o u t a  se t of Pocket PCs w ith w ireless In terne t, MP3 
player, an d  foldable keyboard, no teach e r e n th u s ia sm  is needed  to 
convince a  su sp ic io u s group to try  it out.
There is one o th er reaso n  w hy I believe th a t  technology can  be 
u sed  to contextualize learning. Especially in A laska, there  is m u ch  
excellent w ork being done on p lace-based  education  an d  in tegrating  
cu ltu re  successfu lly  into a  m u lti-cu ltu ra l setting. I ap p lau d  th is  
w ork an d  believe it shou ld  con tinue. My th o ug h ts , however, a re  for 
the teacher, u rb a n  or ru ra l, who c a n ’t take s tu d e n ts  o u t to ca tch  
salm on an d  do science projects ab o u t it. One rem arkab le  teach e r 
even ta u g h t a  c lass to design a n d  build  a  sm all hydro-electric
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generator to help  supp ly  the  village w ith  electricity in  a  tru ly  
contextualized  m a th  un it.
My th o u g h ts  are  on a  sm aller scale for the “w h a t if I’m  an  
u rb a n  teach er?” for the  “w ha t if I have to s tay  in m y classroom ?” 
teacher. Or m aybe, I’m  w riting for th e  teach e r who n eed s a  place to 
s ta rt, one sm all step  to tak e  on h er w ay o u t the c lassroom  door.
The book Monster by W alter D ean Meyers show s a n  aw areness 
of p rac tica l application  an d  how it is u sed , n o t only to educate , b u t 
a s  a  tool for crea ting  m ean ing  o u t of life’s m essy  offerings. The book 
itself is p re sen t a s  the project of the  p ro tagonist. Steve w as a  
norm al s tu d e n t w hose teach e r ta u g h t the c lass ab o u t film m aking 
an d  th en  ask ed  them  to crea te  a  pro ject docum enting  the 
neighborhood they  live in. Before he could com plete th e  project,
Steve is a rres ted  on the  charge of being an  accom plice to a  robbery 
th a t  ended in m urder. Steve u se s  th e  project th a t  h is  teach er 
assigned, the  tool h is  teach e r gave him , to crea te  a  screenplay  ab o u t 
w hat happened . The story  begins w ith  Steve in ja il an d  gradually  
reveals the  crim e, the  tria l, an d  Steve’s concerns ab o u t being labeled 
a  m o nster by h is  p a ren ts , the  atto rney , an d  everyone else involved in 
sp ite of a  “n o t guilty” verdict.
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The whole p rocession  of events is confusing, frightening, an d  
very difficult for Steve to w restle w ith, a s  m ay be im agined. Mr. 
Sawicki w as possibly only in tend ing  to give h is  s tu d e n ts  a  fun  
project to help  them  learn  ab o u t th e  s tru c tu re  of a  film, essay , or 
story. However, in  giving Steve a  creative tool, Mr. Saw icki gives 
Steve a  w ay to apply  the  ass ig n m en t in  very p ersonal ways th a t  a  
teach er co u ld n ’t have an tic ipated . The project h a s  tru e  real-w orld 
application , an d  Steve u se s  w h a t he is ta u g h t in con junction  w ith 
h is real w orld in  in trinsically  valuable  w ays. Suddenly, know ing the  
m echan ics of screenw riting  an d  film -m aking need to be m astered  
beyond the  in te re s t th a t  a  te s t in  school could give Steve. U sing 
w ha t he h a s  learned  to create  som ething  th a t  will help  h im  to m ake 
sense of h is  life h a s  ra ised  Steve’s educational experiences in 
quality.
Taylor describes a  project w ith  h is  s tu d e n t teach e rs  an d  how 
the learn ing  connected:
W hen I began  th is  w ork w ith  m y class I h ad  no idea of 
the  effect it w ould have on m y s tu d e n ts  or m e,’
S tephan ie, an o th e r teacher, reported . S tephan ie  teach es 
m iddle s tu d e n ts  in New York City. T hey  w ere a  g rea t 
group of k ids w ho h ad  h ad  negative experiences w ith
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read ing  an d  w riting ,’ S tephan ie  con tinued . ‘One day  I 
w rote ‘No H om ew ork’ on th e  b o a rd ,’ S tephan ie  
con tinued , ‘an d  Noel w ent u p  to the  board  a n d  erased  it 
an d  w rote, ‘Keep Collecting P rin t.’ He even changed  it in 
m y p lan  book. T hen T anya m ade a  profound  s ta tem en t 
th a t  provoked the  whole c lass to com m ent. She said  
th a t  there  w as ‘help fu l’ p rin t su ch  as  stop  signs, 
d irections, paychecks, an d  school notices. B u t she  sa id  
th ere  w as also  ‘h u rtfu l’ p rin t, su ch  as  te s ts , [a] bad  
repo rt card , w rong d irections, eviction notices, an d  
park ing  tickets. W hen I ask ed  them  if th e  sam e piece of 
p rin t could be helpful to one person  an d  h u rtfu l to 
an o th er, th e ir conclusion  w as th a t  ‘p rin t can  be h u rtfu l 
or helpful depending  on w ha t it says, w ha t it m eans, 
an d  w ho is u s in g  it for w ha t p u rp o se .’ The nex t day  I 
w rote th a t  quote on the  board  an d  ask ed  them  w here it 
cam e from. They guessed  it w as from som e book or from 
one of m y professors. They were am azed  w hen I 
rem inded  them  of th e  d iscu ss ion  the previous day  an d  
th a t  the  s ta tem en t h ad  com e from th e m .’ (350-51)
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9.5 R ecom m endations for F u rth e r R esearch
This stu d y  stayed  m ainly  in  the  realm  of m id-read ing  level 
books (m eant for ch ildren  ages 8-12). T hese books ten d  to focus on 
the child ju s t  com ing to te rm s w ith school an d  figuring o u t how to 
carve o u t or find a  place for h im  or herse lf in  the  school. In books 
m ean t for h igher an d  lower read ing  levels we find different 
app roaches to school. Lower read ing  level books, if they  deal w ith 
school, m ainly  build  a  ch ild ’s expecta tions of w ha t school will be 
like, or tak e  the  first s tep s in th e  school socialization process. In 
higher-level books, the  ch a rac te rs  have gone th rough  the  
socialization process, have often carved o u t a  n iche for them selves, 
an d  now u se  school a s  a  se tting  for self-discovery.
Investigations in to  th ese  books, sim ilar to the  one ju s t  
perform ed, w ould prove fruitful a s  they  could provide u s  w ith  a  
p ictu re  of ideas (popularly accep ted  by th e ir in tended  audience) 
ab o u t how a  child  develops th ro u g h  h is  or h e r school years.
Also, we have seen  an  in terestin g  gender divide crop in th is  
study: boys finding a  place in the  school system  by subverting  it an d  
gaining power, an d  girls finding a  place in  th e  system  by fitting into 
it. Carol G illigan’s w ork h a s  delved deeply into  th e  differences 
betw een m ascu line  an d  fem inine w ays of th ink ing  ab o u t m orality.
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Sim ilar w ork in the  vein of ch ild ren ’s lite ra tu re  m ay tu rn  u p  new 
w ays of app roach ing  Gilligan’s an d  th e  fem inist e ssen tia lis t 
m ovem ent’s theories of in h eren t differences betw een m ales an d  
fem ales.
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